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Introduction 


As we all know very well, people act badly — sometimes even atro- 
ciously. They hurt each other in various ways. Some of them commit 
gruesome murders. Some of them succeed in acts of genocide. Some 
of them just pain other people by what they say to them. As we also 
know, there is (and for a long time has been) a great deal of physical 
pain and suffering, and a lot of psychological pain and suffering 
which is not the doing or intention of any human being. Before people 
came on the scene there were prehistoric animals, many of whom 
must have died in agony.! And there are human beings alive today 
who are congenitally depressed, who have terminal diseases, and 
who are victims of natural disasters which leave them disabled. Our 
world is now, and has long been, full of anguish. Let me put all this by 
saying that evil is something with which to reckon.” 

‘Evil’, of course, is a strong word that people now employ fairly 
rarely. Nobody likes being given an injection by a dentist (a bad thing 
to have to endure), but hardly anyone would call the pain of that 
injection an ‘evil’. Then again, we may not approve of people who lie 
to excuse their late arrival at a party (perhaps this is morally bad), but 
we would not normally refer to them as evil for doing so. We tend to 
employ the term ‘evil’ when referring to a great or horrendous deal of 
badness — like that present in genocide, ruthless serial killing, wanton 
cruelty, cancer, the deaths of thousands of people by virtue of an 
earthquake, and so on. But badness is badness, even if it admits of 
degrees (from slight to horrendous). Medieval thinkers had one word 
for it in all its forms — malum (which we can translate either as 
‘badness’ or as ‘evil’). Malum, they rightly concluded, is all-pervasive. 
And, with this thought in mind, I say, once again, that evil is some- 
thing with which to reckon.” 
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Given this fact, we might be forgiven for concluding that life is 
pretty grim and makes very little sense on the whole even if we appre- 
ciate much of what it gives us — like our families (if we have families), 
our friends (if we have them), the taste of a good wine (if we can 
afford it, or get someone to buy it for us), and the music of Mozart (if 
we have been privileged to have been introduced to it and are not 
deaf). Yet there are those who believe that the world is created and 
governed by a God who is omnipotent, omniscient and good. These 
people tell us that everything we encounter is God’s gift to us and is 
guided by providence or mind (God’s providence and mind). They 
insist that what we deem to be bad or evil in the world is no good 
reason for abandoning belief in God. 

Given how we find the world to be, however, how can these people 
be right? With this question we come to what is commonly called ‘the 
problem of evil’. It is, of course, an intellectual problem. I might wonder 
how to protect my family from terrorists, or I might worry about how to 
avoid heart disease or hurricanes. Then again, [ might ask myself how 
best to control my desire to kill people, or how I might reform compul- 
sive rapists. The problem of evil, however, is usually taken to be a 
theoretical matter, not one where the focus is on how one might bring 
about some desirable goal (a practical matter). In much philosophical 
literature it is commonly regarded as a philosophical challenge to belief 
in the existence of God. Does the occurrence of evil in the world show 
that there certainly is no God, or that there probably is no God? In 
response to this question some say ‘Yes’ and some say ‘No’. If we take 
sides with either party here, or are interested in their positions, we are 
engaged with what now goes by the name of ‘the problem of evil’. 

How should we approach this problem? My view is that the right 
way to do so is to proceed by attending to what I would call ‘basics’. 
That is to say, in order profitably to think about God and evil we need 
to begin by asking ‘Is there a God?’ and ‘What is God?’ So in this book 
I approach the problem of evil by trying to attend to such basics. In 
the very first line of his De Providentia, Seneca (8 BC-AD 65) writes: 
‘You have asked me, Lucilius, why, if a providence rules the world, it 
still happens that many evils befall good men. This would be more fit- 
tingly answered in the course of a work in which we prove that a 
providence presides over the universe, and that god concerns himself 
with us.” You might think of the present book as written by someone 
partly seeking to follow Seneca’s advice. 
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To start with | offer an introduction to ways in which people have 
reflected on God and evil since the time of David Hume (1711-1776), 
whose writings on God and evil did much to influence subsequent dis- 
cussions of the topic (Hume is almost required reading, or an essen- 
tial starting point, for the modern debate on God and evil). The 
purpose of this introduction is to give you (should you need it) a 
sense of how people have approached the topic of God and evil in 
recent years (though I also briefly refer to some less-than-recent 
authors). 

I then proceed to talk about God and evil by focusing on the basics 
to which I have just referred. What I shall be arguing is very much 
what has been defended by many classical Christian authors — espe- 
cially Thomas Aquinas (1224/6-1274), to whom I am particularly 
indebted and to whom I refer frequently in what follows. It has been 
suggested to me that I refer too frequently to Aquinas in this book, 
and perhaps that is so. Yet, as well as being a major figure in the 
history of theology, Aquinas is a thinker whose stature is increasingly 
acknowledged by philosophers (especially analytical ones).” And he 
strikes me as especially illuminating when it comes to issues with 
which J am here concerned. Aquinas, { think, is someone with whom 
we may approach the topic of God and evil with renewed vigour and 
insight. It therefore seems to me appropriate often to bring him into 
my discussion and sometimes even to engage in expositions of him 
and in evaluations of what some of his critics have had to say against 
him. The fact that 1 do so should not, of course, be taken to imply that 
points made by Aquinas, ones that I deem valuable, are not. also ably 
made by other authors. Nor should it be taken to imply that a view is 
right just because Aquinas held it. 

I shall be arguing that once what I call ‘basics’ have been attended 
to in a certain way, much that has recently been written on God and 
evil (by both foes and friends of God) should be viewed as either 
beside the point, just plain wrong, or even morally dubious. But I also 
want to say something positive about God and evil — to comment on 
how we might. actually think of evil given God's reality. My basic line, 
counter-intuitive though it might seem, is that we can take much evil 
to be positively desirable. I deny that the problem of evil shows God 
to be certainly or probably non-existent. When it comes to evil itself, 
I argue that, up to a point al. least, sense can be made of it (or, at least, 
of God’s goodness in relation to it) if we view it as belonging to a 
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divinely created order, and especially if we view it in the light of some 
of the things that Christians (and only Christians) have said. Theolo- 
gians sometimes suggest that evil is a mystery and that this is what 
one should stress with an eye on the problem of evil. My position, 
though, is that evil, as such, is not a mystery.° As we reflect on the 
problem of evil we should, I think, be ruminating not on the mystery 
(or problem) of evil but on the mystery (or problem) of good — our 
proper question being ‘Why is there not more good than there is?’ 

It is easy to write on God and evil without going back to the basics 
of which I speak above. By this I mean (and only mean) that one is 
spared a lot of work if one does not take it as part of one’s brief to 
approach the topic of God and evil by starting with questions about 
the existence and nature of God. Yet I take it as part of my brief to do 
just this. So I have a major problem at the outset. Discussions con- 
ceming the existence and nature of God are legion, and they raise all 
sorts of questions which cannot be fully dealt with in a single volume. 
In this one I have tried to deal with many of these questions in what I 
hope is a cogent way. But I recognize that much that I say could be 
developed and that there are objections to it which, for reasons of 
space, I simply pass over in silence. As J have said, though, it seems 
to me impossible fruitfully to engage with the problem of evil without 
having some (relatively developed) understanding of God at the 
outset. Such understanding is what I shall try to present as part and 
parcel of what I have to say about God and evil (though, as you will 
see, I believe that our understanding of God is extremely limited). 

For comments on various bits of what follows I am grateful (with 
the usual disclaimer) to Christopher Arroyo, Victor Austin, Michael 
Baur, David Burrell, Norris Clarke, Peter Geach, Paul Helm, Luke 
Timothy Johnson, Gyula Klima, D. Z. Phillips, James Ross, James 
Sadowsky, Charles Taliaferro, Margaret Walker and Charles Wright- 
ington. T. W. Bartel, my copy-editor for this volume, helped me con- 
siderably, for he went about his task as a serious thinker and not just 
as someone able to note where a reference is missing or where a 
semicolon needs to be provided. I am also grateful to Fordham Uni- 
versity for awarding me a Faculty Fellowship (2004/05) which gave 
me time to work on this book as well as on other things. 

In conclusion I should note that all biblical quotations come from 
the New Revised Standard Version. 
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Notes 


l. 


It has been suggested that non-human animals do not actually suffer. See, 
for example, [lltyd Trethowan, Absolute Value (George Allen & Unwin: 
London, 1970), pp. 153f. I think that most people, however, would take 
this to be a highly eccentric view. Those who do not might express their 
belief in their position by taking a knife to an unanaesthetized cat. I 
doubt, though, that many of them would be prepared to do this. In this 
book, anyway, I take it for granted that non-human animals can undergo 
suffering. They cannot, of course, suffer in what we might think of as a 
‘refined’ (or ‘human’) way. They cannot, for example, be pained because 
their colleagues do not value them enough, or because they have been 
rejected by people with whom they have fallen in love, or because they 
endure deep remorse for something they did. But, J] am assuming, they 
can suffer as sentient physical organisms and often give every evidence 
of doing so. Pain behaviour is a reason for ascribing pain to something — 
even a non-human animal. And I presume that things which undergo pain 
undergo suffering. 

For a brief, albeit partisan, survey of humanly inflicted and other evils, 
see William Hart, Evil:_A Primer (St Martin’s Press: New York, 2004). 

In ‘The Concept of Evil’ (Philosophy 79, 2004) Marcus G. Singer takes 
only people to be paradigmatically evil. And, he says, they are evil 
because of their evil acts, these being ‘acts that are horrendously wrong, 
that cause immense suffering, and are done from an evil motive — the 
motive to do something horrendously wrong, causing immense suffering’ 
(p. 193). [ sympathize with Singer's discussion since it aims, with some 
reason, to distinguish evil from what is less than evil. We do, however, 
typically talk of the evils of various kinds of sickness and other natural 
occurrences. 

I quote from Seneca, Moral Essays, vol. 1, tr. John W. Basore (Harvard 
University Press: Cambridge, Mass., 1928). 

The following volumes (a representative sample only) all testify to the 
truth of this observation: Brian Davies (ed.), Thomas Aquinas: Contem- 
porary Philosophical Perspectives (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 
2002); Anthony Kenny (ed.), Aquinas: A Collection of Critical Essays 
(University of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, Ind., 1976); Anthony 
Kenny, Aguinas on Mind (Routledge: London, 1993); Anthony Kenny, 
Aquinas on Being (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 2002); Norman Kretzmann, 
The Metaphysics of Theism: Aquinas's Natural Theology in ‘Summa 
Contra Gentiles ? (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1997); Norman Kretzmann, 
The Metaphysics of Creation: Aquinas’s Natural Theology in ‘Summa 
Contra Gentiles IT’ (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1999); Robert Pasnau, 
Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature (Cambridge University Press: Cam- 
bridge, 2002); Eleonore Stump, Aquinas (Routledge: London and New 
York, 2003). 
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I mean by this that I do not think that evil is generally something that 
does not admit, at least in principle, of some kind of explanation. That 
there are numerous grounds for supposing that evil can be thought of as 
mysterious, however, is not something I wish to deny. If you think that I 
should, then you might benefit from reading Predrag Cicovacki (ed.), 
Destined for Evil? The Twentieth Century Responses (University of 
Rochester Press: Rochester, NY, 2005). 


One 
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In part 10 of David Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, 
three characters (Demea, Philo, and Cleanthes) continue a discussion 
that has already been going on for some time.’ The discussion, 
however, now enters a new phase. Cleanthes has previously been 
stressing the view that God is, in many ways, like human beings, and 
both Demea and Philo have resisted his way of talking.” As part 10 of 
the Dialogues gets under way they press their case against him by 
drawing attention to evil. ‘The topic of human misery’, says Philo, ‘has 
been insisted on with the most pathetic eloquence, that sorrow and 
melancholy could inspire.”’ According to Demea, ‘the united testi- 
mony of mankind, founded on sense and consciousness’ shows that 
our pain and suffering is something undeniable.’ 

What kinds of woe do Philo and Demea have in mind here? To begin 
with, Philo is thinking of damage things do to each other. He says: 


The whole earth... is cursed and polluted. A perpetual war is 
kindled amongst all living creatures. Necessity, hunger, want stim- 
ulate the strong and courageous: Fear, anxiety, terror agitate the 
weak and infirm. The first entrance into life gives anguish to the 
new-born infant and to its wretched parent. Weakness, impotence, 
distress attend each stage of that life: And it is at last finished in 
agony and horror .. . The stronger prey upon the weaker, and keep 
them in perpetual terror and anxiety. The weaker too, in their turn, 
often prey upon the stronger, and vex and molest them without 
relaxation. Consider that innumerable race of insects, which either 
are bred on the body of each animal, or flying about infix their 
stings on him. These insects have others still less than themselves, 
which torment them. And thus on each hand, before and behind, 
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above and below, every animal is surrounded by enemies, which 
incessantly seek his misery and destruction.” 


Demea subsequently suggests that people tend to triumph over 
animals that threaten them, but Philo merely continues to drive home 
his point. He notes that we are prone to worry and fretfulness even 
when we have achieved certain states of well-being, and he adds that 
we oppress each other: 


This very society by which we surmount those wild beasts, our 
natural enemies; what new enemies does it not raise to us? What 
woe and misery does it not occasion? Man is the greatest enemy of 
man. Oppression, injustice, contempt, contumely, violence, 
sedition, war, calumny, treachery, fraud; by these they mutually 
torment each other. And they would soon dissolve that society 
which they had formed, were it not for the dread of still greater ills, 
which must attend their separation.® 


Demea does not disagree with Philo here. Indeed, he goes on to 
enlarge on what Philo says by adding to his list of horrors. For, notes 
Demea, people are also the victims of their physical and psychologi- 
cal constitutions. We are, he observes, prone to disease; and we are 
subject to remorse, shame, anguish, rage, disappointment, anxiety, 
fear, dejection, and despair: 


Were a stranger to drop, on a sudden, into the world, I would show 
him a specimen of its ills, an hospital full of diseases, a prison 
crowded with malefactors and debtors, a field of battle strowed 
with carcasses, a fleet foundering in the ocean, a nation languish- 
ing under tyranny, famine, or pestilence. To turn the gay side of life 
to him, and give him a notion of its pleasures; whither should I 
conduct him? to a ball, to an opera, to court? He might justly think, 
that I was only showing him a diversity of distress and sorrow.‘ 


In short, Philo and Demea have three kinds of woe in mind — (1) ills 
inflicted on things in the world by natural predators and the like, 
(2) ills inflicted by people on each other, and (3) ills that affect us 
because of ways in which our bodies and minds operate (or fail to 
operate). And Philo thinks that all of these misfortunes place a pretty 
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hefty question mark over belief in God in so far as a likeness is 
pressed between God and human beings. He asserts: 


Epicurtus’s old questions are yet unanswered. Is he [God] willing to 
prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent. Is he able, but not 
willing? then is he malevolent. Is he both able and willing? whence 
then is evil?® 


Cleanthes has been comparing God with people, especially morally 
good ones. Philo is now implying that badness in the world casts 
doubt on such a comparison. For good people alleviate or prevent ils 
in so far as they can. Given that many ills are not alleviated or pre- 
vented, the inference (so Philo is suggesting) is that God (if there be 
one) is either lacking in power or morally bad. And that is what others 
have concluded. In reply to Philo, one might suggest that there are ills 
of which God (though neither impotent nor malevolent) is simply 
ignorant. Yet God is commonly said to be all-knowing (omniscient), 
and with this thought in mind many have added to Philo’s charge the 
codicil: ‘Given the ills that there are, God (if there be one) is not 
omniscient, or not all-powerful, or not morally good; or he is some 
but not all of these; or he is none of them.’ Yet, so it is often claimed, 
God is all of these things. So people thinking along Philo’s lines (or 
thinking that they think along Philo’s lines) have frequently insisted 
that theists are faced with a problem, one damaging to their position 
as theists — the problem of evil, as it is usually called, though, as we 
shall presently see, it makes sense to speak in this context of 
problems of evil (implying philosophically distinct problems) rather 
than of the problem of evil (implying only one).” 


Problems of evil and some responses to them 


(a) Critics of theism 

(i) Hume 

As we have seen, Hume (via Philo) appears to be suggesting that it 
seems hard to believe in God (on one understanding of “God’) given 
the existence of the evils that we encounter. But this is a very general 
point to make (and, arguably, not an especially damning one for the 
theist — after all, one can find it hard to believe in many things one 
knows to be real).'° So one might wonder whether Hume wants a con- 
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clusion having more bite so as seriously to undermine theism. 
Scholars differ when it comes to interpreting the Dialogues Concern- 
ing Natural Religion (they differ as to which bits of the text repre- 
sent Hume’s own views), but it seems to me that Hume, in the end, 
wants to suggest that evil shows that there positively is no God (as 
Cleanthes conceives of him). 

Once Philo has made his case (as reported above) Cleanthes 
responds by asserting that things in the world are nothing like as bad 
as Philo makes them out to be. He says: 


The only method of supporting divine benevolence (and it is what 
I willingly embrace) is to deny absolutely the misery and wicked- 
ness of man. Your representations are exaggerated: Your melan- 
choly views mostly fictitious. Your inferences contrary to fact and 
experience. Health is more common than sickness: Pleasure than 
pain: Happiness than misery. And for one vexation, which we meet 
with, we attain, upon computation, a hundred enjoyments."' 


Yet Hume does not give Cleanthes the last word at this point in his 
text. For, with Cleanthes having tied his version of theism to the belief 
that things are better than Philo depicts, Philo promptly insists that 
Cleanthes’ claim is ‘doubtful’ and that pain is ‘infinitely more violent 
and durable’ than pleasure.” And Hume goes on to represent Philo as 
confidently resting his case against Cleanthes on this basis. Discus- 
sion of God and evil continues in the Dialogues beyond part 10, but 
nothing emerges to suggest that Hume is not himself happy with the 
conclusion that, if God is as Cleanthes takes him to be, then there is 
no God. He has Philo conceding that there might be a God even as 
Cleanthes conceives of him and even though the world is as Philo 
takes it to be. As the Dialogues as a whole makes pretty clear, 
however, Hume doubts that there is reason to believe in such a God. 
So Hume’s position on God and evil seems to be this: 


(1) Evil in the world is evidence against the existence of God (on one 
understanding of ‘God’). 

(2) On one understanding of God it might be possible for the evils in 
the world to be real and for God to be so as well. 

(3) There is no reason to think that, in the sense of ‘God’ taken for 
granted in (1) and (2), there is a God. 
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Of course, the less than illuminating phrase in that summary of Hume 
is ‘on one understanding of “God”’. Yet Hume is clearly thinking of 
God as portrayed by Cleanthes, according to whom God is only dif- 
ferent from people when it comes to degree and allowing for the fact 
that he (unlike people) is ungenerated, incorporeal and everlasting. 
Philo’s worries about God and evil focus on the notions of power, 
will and goodness. As is clear from many parts of the Dialogues, 
Cleanthes believes God to be powerful, able to act voluntarily, and 
good. As is also clear, however, he takes God to possess these attrib- 
utes in much the way that people do — only more so. For him, God and 
I are both powerful, able to act voluntarily, and good, though God is 
all of these things to a much greater extent than [ am. In particular, so 
he seems to think, God is much better than I am from the moral point 
of view, and it is this picture of God that Philo, thinking about evil, 
seeks to undermine. 

Let us say that you and J are fairly powerful if we can lift a chair 
(something that a flea, for example, cannot do). Let us also say that 
we have the capacity to will if we can just choose to make a pie 
(something that a stove cannot do). Let us also say that we might be 
considered to be morally good if we befriend people in need and act, 
in general, as someone like Mother Teresa of Calcutta did.’? Accord- 
ing to Cleanthes, God is like us in these respects, but he is more 
powerful, has more options for willing and is much better behaved. 
Now, so Philo (and Hume) appear to be saying, that view of God is al 
odds with the facts of evil. There might, Hume seems to think, be both 
evil and the God in which Cleanthes believes. But it seems prima 
facie unlikely, and it cannot be proved that there is such a God as the 
one in which Cleanthes believes. Or as Philo says: ‘There is no view 
of human life or of the conditions of mankind, from which, without 
the greatest violence, we can infer the moral attributes [of God], or 
learn that infinite benevolence, conjoined with infinite power and 
infinite wisdom.’ In short, Hume seems to be suggesting that, 
lacking a proof to the effect that there is a morally good and all- 
powerful God, the reality of evil should lead us to conclude that there 
is no such God.” 


(71) J. L. Mackie 
Present-day attacks on belief in God based on evil derive much of 
their impetus from what Hume writes in the Dialogues. So it is not, 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


perhaps, surprising that one of the most influential of recent critics of 
theism who focuses on evil should be a well-known commentator on 
Hume. Here I am referring to J. L. Mackie (1917-1981), whose famous 
paper ‘Evil and Omnipotence’ has had a considerable impact on philo- 
sophical discussion, though its position can be distinguished from 
that adopted by Hume.'® 

Mackie crisply asserts that evil shows that there cannot be a God. 
He writes: 


In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; God is 
wholly good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contra- 
diction between these three propositions, so that if any two of 
them were true the third would be false. But at the same time all 
three are essential parts of most theological positions: the theo- 
logian, it seems, at once must adhere and cannot consistently 
adhere to all three.’ 


But is it true that theists who acknowledge the reality of evil are 
somehow contradicting themselves? In the work from which I have 
quoted, Mackie supports the charge of contradiction in three ways. 


(i) First, he explains why we should think that God and evil cannot 
both exist. 


(ii) Then he explains how they might both be thought to exist, though 
only in a way which rejects traditional views about God. 


(iii) Finally, he considers a range of solutions to ‘the problem of evil’, 
solutions which, so he argues, are misguided. 


To begin with, Mackie concedes that ‘God exists’, ‘God is omnipo- 
tent’, ‘God is wholly good’, and ‘Evil exists’ do not, when affirmed 
together, obviously amount to the manifest self-contradiction of state- 
ments like ‘One and the same assertion can be simultaneously both 
true and false’ or ‘There is something which is both entirely red and 
entirely green’. The contradiction, says Mackie, ‘does not arise imme- 
diately; to show it we need some additional premises, or perhaps 
some quasi-logical rules connecting the terms “good”, “evil”, and 
“omnipotent”. Yet, so Mackie thinks, we can supply such premises 
or rules. As he puts it: 
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These additional principles are that good is opposed to evil, in 
such a way that a good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can, 
and that there are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do. 


From these principles, says Mackie, ‘it follows that a good omnipo- 
tent thing eliminates evil completely, and then the propositions that a 
good omnipotent thing exists, and that evil exists, are incompatible’.”” 

Mackie’s second move is to acknowledge that worries about the 
possible co-existence of God and evil can be set aside, but only at a 
cost. “The problem [of evil]’, he says, ‘will not arise if one gives up at 
least one of the propositions that constitute it.’’ So the problem does 
not arise if, for example, one denies the assertion that God is omnipo- 
tent. Nor does it arise if one denies that evil is real. As Mackie implies, 
however, most theists would not want to deny the assertions now in 
question. So, as Mackie also implies, giving up ‘at least one of the 
propositions that constitute’ the problem of evil is not a serious 
option for theists. 

Some theists, however, without wishing to deny either divine 
omnipotence or the reality of evil, have tried to explain how the 
existence of evil can be reconciled with the omnipotence and 
goodness of God. In seeking to clinch his case against theism, 
Mackie mentions four such explanations — to each of which he 
offers counter-arguments: 


(a) According to the first, good cannot exist without evil. 
(b) According to the second, evil is necessary as a means to good. 


(c) According to the third, the universe is better with some evil in it 
than it would be with no evil. 


(d) According to the fourth, evil is due to human free will. 


Mackie objects to the first claim by arguing that it effectively denies 
that God is omnipotent. For, Mackie suggests, good can exist without 
evil. An omnipotent God, he says, ‘might have made everything 
good’.”!' In response to the second claim, Mackie sees no reason why 
an omnipotent God has to put up with evil as a means to good. It may, 
he says, be true that causal laws in the universe necessitate certain 
evils if certain goods are to arise. But, he adds, omnipotence can 
hardly be constrained by causal laws which obtain in the universe. 


——<< 
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With respect to the third claim Mackie’s main objection is that we 
are still left with a God who is prepared to allow for preventable evil. 
It has been argued that, even if good can, in principle, exist without 
evil, there are lots of particular goods which could never have arisen 
without certain evils. Take, for example, the goodness displayed in 
the lives of people who consistently care for people in trouble. Such 
goodness, it would seem, depends for its very being on the fact that 
people get into trouble. But, says Mackie, in willing a world in which 
goodness such as this exists, God is willing evil - evil which need 
never have been. 

In turning to the fourth claim Mackie is addressing what is, 
perhaps, the most popular move made by theists in the face of evil. 
Commonly referred to as the ‘Free Will Defence’, this maintains: 


(1) Much evil is the result of what people freely choose to do. 

(2) It is good that there should be a world with agents able to act 
freely, and a world containing such agents would be better than a 
world of puppets controlled by God. 

(3) Even an omnipotent God cannot ensure that free people act well 
(for, if they are free and not puppets controlled by God, what they 
do is up to them). 

(4) Therefore, much evil is explicable in terms of God allowing for 
the possible consequences of him willing a great good. 


However, and without denying the value of human freedom, Mackie 
finds fault with the Free Will Defence. For he does not see why God 
could not have made a world in which people always freely act well. 
He writes: 


If God has made men such that in their free choices they some- 
times prefer what is good and sometimes what is evil, why could 
he not have made men such that they always freely choose the 
good? If there is no logical impossibility in a man’s freely choosing 
the good on one, or on several, occasions, there cannot be a logical 
impossibility in his freely choosing the good on every occasion. 
God was not, then, faced with a choice between making innocent 
automata and making beings who, in acting freely, would some- 
times go wrong: there was open to him the obviously better possi- 
bility of making beings who would act freely but always go right. 
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Clearly, his failure to avail himself of this possibility is inconsistent 
with his being both omnipotent and wholly good.” 


(iii) William Rowe 

We shall be seeing more of the Free Will Defence later. For now, 
however, let me turn to another anti-theistic approach to God and evil 
— the view that, though theists might not embrace contradictory 
beliefs in the way that Mackie thinks they do, the existence of evil is 
none the less good evidence against the existence of God.” Some- 
times called the ‘evidentialist argument from evil’, this line of thinking 
(essentially a modern version of Hume's position) can be summarized 
by referring to William Rowe's much-discussed article ‘The Problem 
of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism’. 

In general, Rowe allows that evil (e.g. intense human and animal 
suffering) might be justifiable if it leads to some greater good, a good 
not obtainable without the evil in question. With this allowance made, 
Rowe's basic argument is that there is unjustifiable evil which is good 
evidence against God’s existence. Or, in Rowe's own words: 


1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent 
being could have prevented without thereby losing some greater 
good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. 

2. An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the occur- 
rence of any intense suffering it could, unless it could not do so 
without thereby losing some greater good or permitting some 
evil equally bad or worse. 

3. [Therefore] [t]here does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, 
wholly good being.” 


Since Rowe holds this argument to be logically valid, his main 
concern is to argue for the truth of the first and second premises. 
The second premise, says Rowe, ‘seems to express a belief that 
accords with our basic moral principles, principles shared by both 
theists and non-theists’.“” For Rowe, therefore, the really controver- 
sial premise is the first, and he admits that it might be false. Suppose 
we try to imagine an instance of pointless suffering. Though we may 
not be able to see that it serves a good which cannot be obtained 
without it, there might, Rowe agrees, be such a good. And yet, he con- 
tinues, we have good reason to suppose that there are instances of 
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pointless suffering even if we cannot definitively prove that there are 
such instances. 

Take, for example, the case of a fawn dying in agony as the victim 
of a forest fire. ‘Is it reasonable’, asks Rowe, ‘to believe that there is 
some greater good so intimately connected to that suffering that 
even an omnipotent, omniscient being could not have obtained that 
good without permitting that suffering or some evil at least as bad?’ 
Rowe's answer is: ‘It certainly does not appear reasonable to believe 
this. Nor does it seem reasonable to believe that there is some evil 
at least as bad as the fawn’s suffering such that an omnipotent being 
simply could not have prevented it without permitting the fawn’s 
suffering.’ For the sake of argument, Rowe concedes that perhaps 
he is wrong with respect to the example of the fawn. But what of the 
multitude of instances of ‘seemingly pointless human and animal 
suffering that occur daily in our world’? Turning to this question, 
Rowe maintains that the only reasonable conclusion is one 
unfavourable to the theist: 


In the light of our experience and knowledge of the variety and 
scale of human and animal suffering in our world, the idea that 
none of this suffering could have been prevented by an omnipotent 
being without thereby losing a greater good or permitting an evil at 
least as bad seems an extraordinarily absurd idea, quite beyond 
our belief.” 


With this point made, Rowe holds that his first premise is a reasonable 
one and that, given also the reasonableness of his second premise, ‘it 
does seem that we have rational support for atheism, that it is rea- 
sonable to believe that the theistic God does not exist’. 

(6) Theistic responses 

Mackie and Rowe are clearly arguing for non-theistic conclusions.” 
What, however, have theists said in the face of evil? How have they 
responded to the charge that evil is proof of, or good evidence for, the 
non-existence of God? At the risk of simplifying somewhat, we may 
say that they have mostly done so by embracing one or more of the 
following lines of argument, some of which Mackie mentions. 


The Problem of Evil 


(i) The ‘We Know that God Exists’ Argument 

If I know that it often rains in England, I should rightly assume that 
something is wrong with any attempt to show either that frequent 
rain in England is impossible or that there is good evidence against its 
occurring. In a similar way, so it has been argued, we have grounds 
for supposing that God’s existence is not impossible or subject to 
doubt even though evil exists. For, it has been said, we can know, not 
only that evil exists, but also that God exists, from which it follows 
(a) that something is wrong with any attempt to show that God 
cannot exist, and (b) that something is wrong with any attempt to 
show that there is good evidence against God’s existence. Defenders 
of this line of thought sometimes offer arguments for God’s existence. 
Taking p to be equivalent to “There is a good, omnipotent, omniscient 
God’, their suggestion is that there are positive grounds for accepting 
p, grounds which entitle us to hold that the existence of God is logi- 
cally compatible with the existence of evil, grounds which also entitle 
us to hold that there is no evidence based on evil which shows that 
God does not exist. ! 


(11) The Unreality of Evil Argument 

This argument takes two forms. According to the first, evil is an 
illusion of some kind. Such is the view of the Christian Science 
movement, according to which, in the words of its founder, Mary 
Baker Eddy (1821-1910), ‘Sin, disease, whatever seems real to 
material sense, is unreal... All inharmony of mortal mind or body is 
illusion, possessing neither reality nor identity though seeming to be 
real and identical’. According to the second form of the argument, 
evil is unreal since it is no positive thing or quality. Rather, it is an 
absence or privation of goodness. 

What is this second form driving at? It can be found in the work of 
writers like Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas, and the first 
thing to say about it (since this is often not appreciated) is that it is 
not siding with Mary Baker Eddy and is not claiming that there really 
is no pain, or that there are no wicked people or bad actions. Augus- 
tine and Aquinas would never have denied the reality of suffering or 
sin. They acknowledge that people and other animals suffer, and that 
people can be horribly vicious as well as slightly bad. Much of their 
thinking depends on this recognition. On the other hand, however, 
they hold that what makes suffering or wickedness bad is the fact 
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that it always amounts to a lack of some kind. On their account, ‘evil’ 
or ‘badness’ is not the name of some independently existing individ- 
ual (like a particular human being, e.g. Mary) or of some positive 
quality or attribute (like being feline). Rather, it is a word we use to 
signify a gap between what is actually there and what could be there 
(and should be there) but 7s not. There can be people, but there 
cannot, so Augustine and Aquinas think, be ‘baddities’ (things whose 
nature is captured simply by saying that they are bad). There can be 
wooden boxes, just as there can be wooden chairs. But, so Augustine 
and Aquinas would say, while ‘wooden’ signifies a positive property, 
shareable by different things (like boxes and chairs), ‘evil’ and ‘bad’ 
do not. ‘Evil’, says Aquinas, ‘cannot signify a certain existing being, or 
a real shaping or positive kind of thing. Consequently, we are left to 
infer that it signifies a certain absence of a good.” Just as to say 
‘There is nothing here’ is not to say of something that it is here, so, in 
Aquinas’s view, to say that there is evil is not to say that there is any 
real individual or any positive quality.” With respect to the topic of 
God and evil, Aquinas regards this conclusion as significant since he 
thinks of it as implying that God cannot be thought of as causing evil, 
considered as some kind of thing or as some kind of positive quality. 
Aquinas holds that God, as Creator, causes the being of all that can 
properly be thought of as existing (i.e. actual individuals and all their 
actual, positive properties). On his account, therefore, evil cannot be 
thought of as something caused (creatively) by God. It is, he thinks, 
real enough (in the sense that it would be mad to say that nothing is 
bad or defective or sinful). But it is not, he concludes, something 
created. Its ‘reality’ is akways a case of something missing. 


(iit) The Free Will Defence 

As we have seen, Mackie refers to the Free Will Defence. As we have 
also seen, his verdict on it is negative. But according to many philoso- 
phers it is a good response to the charge that evil somehow shows 
that God cannot, or probably does not, exist. One such philosopher 
(famous for advocating the Free Will Defence) is Alvin Plantinga. 

In ‘Evil and Omnipotence’ Mackie rejects the Free Will Defence on 
the ground that an omnipotent God could have made a world in which 
free people always behave well. According to Plantinga, however, we 
cannot know that this is so. He agrees that there is no contradiction 
involved in the notion of Someone always behaving well. But, he adds, 
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whether someone freely behaves well in some actual situation cannot 
be determined by God. Created people must freely decide to act well, 
and they cannot do that if the fact that they act as they do is deter- 
mined by God. ‘Of course’, says Plantinga, ‘it is up to God whether to 
create free creatures at all; but if he aims to produce moral good, then 
he must create significantly free creatures upon whose co-operation 
he must depend. Thus is the power of an omnipotent God limited by 
the freedom he confers upon his creatures.’” 

It might appear from this last quotation that Plantinga wishes to 
deny God’s omnipotence. Yet that is not the way he sees it. Theists 
have regularly denied that divine omnipotence means that God can 
do what is logically impossible, and Plantinga’s basic point is that it is 
logically impossible for God to create a creature whose actions are 
both free and determined by him. Plantinga wants to say this since he 
thinks that a free action cannot be caused by anything other than the 
agent whose action it is. ‘If a person S is free with respect to a given 
action,’ he writes, ‘then he is free to perform that action and free to 
refrain; no causal laws and antecedent conditions determine either 
that he will perform the action, or that he will not. It is within his 
power, at the time in question, to perform the action, and within his 
power to refrain.” 


(iv) The Means and Ends Approach 
You would probably think me bad if I cut off someone’s leg just for the 
fun of it. But you would probably not think me bad if I were a doctor 
who amputated a leg as the only way known to me of saving someone 
with gangrene. Why not? You would probably say something like: 
‘Because it is not bad to aim for something regrettable, something we 
might truly deem to be bad, if we are working toward a good at which 
we should aim (or are justified to intend) which cannot be achieved 
in any other way. And this thought constitutes the basic thrust of 
what I am now calling the ‘Means and End Approach’. Here again we 
have a line of thought referred to and rejected by Mackie, though it is 
one which has found many theistic supporters. According to them, 
the evil we encounter is a necessary means to what is good. Consid- 
ered as such, evil cannot, they think, be appealed to as part of a proof 
of God’s non-existence. Nor is it evidence for God’s non-existence. 

A notable and impressive contemporary defence of the Means 
and End Approach can be found in Richard Swinburne’s book The 
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Existence of God.” To begin with, Swinburne endorses a version of 
the Free Will Defence. It is good, he thinks, that people should be sig- 
nificantly free, but God can only allow them to be this by also 
allowing them to act badly should they choose to do so. For this 
reason Swinburne deems human wrongdoing to be explicable as a 
means to an end (the end being a world of free creatures, the means 
being God's standing back and allowing them freedom). What, 
however, of pain and suffering not brought about by people? To this 
question Swinburne replies by suggesting that this can also be seen as 
a necessary means to a good. For it is good, thinks Swinburne, that 
people have serious moral choice to harm or help each other, and, he 
argues, choice like this can only arise against the background of 
naturally occurring pain and suffering. He writes: 


If men are to have knowledge of the evil which will result from 
their actions or negligence, laws of nature must operate regularly 
... if humans are to have the opportunity to bring about serious 
evils for themselves or others by actions or negligence, or to 
prevent their occurrence, and if all knowledge of the future is 
obtained by normal induction, that is by rational response to 
evidence — then there must be serious natural evils occurring to 
man or animals.” 


One might say that there is too much naturally occurring evil. Swin- 
burne, however, thinks it reasonable to conclude that this is not so. 
The fewer natural evils God provides, he suggests, the less opportu- 
nity he offers for people to exercise responsibility. To say that there 
is ‘too much’ naturally occurring evil, says Swinburne, is effectively to 
suggest that God should make ‘a toy-world; a world where things 
matter, but not very much; where we can choose and our choices can 
make a small difference, but the real choices remain God’s’.”” Swin- 
burne considers the possibility of God making himself evident to us 
so that we always choose well. He thinks, however, that God needs to 
be somehow hidden if people are to be genuine choosers. If God were 
really evident to us, says Swinburne, we would desire to be liked by 
him and our freedom of action would be undermined. ‘We will be in 
the situation of the child in the nursery who knows that mother is 
looking in at the door, and for whom, in view of the child’s desire for 
mother’s approval, the temptation to wrongdoing is simply overborne. 
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We need “epistemic distance” from God in order to have a free choice 
between good and evil.” 

A line of thinking similar to Swinburne’s can be found in John 
Hick’s Evil and the God of Love (justly a modern classic on the topic 
of God and evil)."! Hick also employs the Free Will Defence: human 
freedom is a good which entails the risk of evil (the assumption being 
that a good God would be happy to take such a risk). Then he 
endorses a line of thought which he claims to derive from the writings 
of St Irenaeus of Lyon (c. 140-c. 202). According to Hick, God cannot 
create a world in which people can morally mature and eventually 
enjoy a proper relationship with him (this being thought of as a good) 
unless he also creates a world in which there are obstacles to 
overcome. Hick understands evil in the light of God’s desire not to 
coerce people into accepting him. He suggests that people are sin- 
prone creatures, created as such by God, but able, in a world con- 
taining naturally occurring evil, to rise to great heights precisely 
because they are given the opportunity to become mature in the face 
of evil. He writes: 


Let us suppose that the infinite personal God creates finite persons 
to share in the life which He imparts to them. If He creates them in 
his immediate presence, so that they cannot fail to be conscious 
from the first of the infinite divine being and glory, goodness and 
love, wisdom, power and knowledge in whose presence they are, 
they will have no creaturely independence in relation to their 
Maker. They will not be able to choose to worship God, or to turn 
to Him freely as valuing spirits responding to infinite Value. In 
order, then, to give them the freedom to come to Him, God. . . 
causes them to come into a situation in which He is not immedi- 
ately and overwhelmingly evident to them. Accordingly they come 
to self-consciousness as parts of a universe which has its own 
autonomous structures and ‘laws’. .. A world without problems, 
difficulties, perils, and hardships would be morally static. For 
moral and spiritual growth comes through response to challenges; 
and in a paradise there would be no challenges.” 


Athletes say ‘No pain, no gain’. This is basically Hick’s position when 
it comes to God and evil. 
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(v) The ‘We Can’t See All the Picture’ Argument 

Another theistic response to arguments such as those of Mackie and 
Rowe takes the form of suggesting that we just cannot be sure that 
the evil we know about disproves, or is good evidence against, God's 
existence since our perspective is limited — since we lack a God’s-eye 
view of things, so to speak. Shakespeare’s Hamlet told Horatio that 
‘There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your 
philosophy’. The ‘We Can’t See All the Picture’ Argument suggests 
that, though we might find it hard to see why there is evil in a world 
made by God, there might be a reason for it. More precisely, so 
defenders of the argument tend to hold, the evil we encounter might 
be something God allows or brings about while aiming at a good end 
which cannot be reached without it (an end which somehow justifies 
the evil) — though we might not be able to show this by argument (i.e. 
God has his reasons, even if we cannot understand them). Or as 
Demea says in Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion: 


This world is but a point in comparison of the universe: This point 
but a moment in comparison of eternity. The present evil phenom- 
ena, therefore, are rectified in other regions, and in some future 
period of existence. And the eyes of men, being then opened to 
larger views of things, see the whole connection of general laws, 
and trace, with adoration, the benevolence and rectitude of the 
Deity, through all the mazes and intricacies of his providence.” 


A prominent contemporary writer who defends the ‘We Can’t See 
All the Picture’ Argument is William P Alston.“ An opponent of 
theism (such as William Rowe) might suggest that there exist 
instances of intense suffering that God could have prevented without 
thereby losing some greater good (let us call this “Thesis A’). Accord- 
ing to Alston, however, ‘the magnitude or complexity of the question 
is such that our powers, access to data, and so on are radically insuf- 
ficient to provide sufficient warrant for accepting’ A.” Hamlet’s words 
to Horatio, says Alston, hit the nail on the head: “They point to the fact 
that our cognitions of the world, obtained by filtering raw data 
through such conceptual screens as we have available for the nonce, 
acquaint us with only some indeterminable fraction of what there is 
to be known.” Alston’s thesis is that God knows what he is doing (or 
allowing, or whatever); and God might have reasons for doing what 
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he does (or for allowing what he allows); but we might not be able to 
understand what God is about as he lives his life.” 


(vi) What kind of world can we expect from God? 

Those who believe evil to be a problem for theists tend to rely on 
assumptions about the kind of world which God (if he exists) would 
make. We should therefore note that many theists have addressed the 
topic of evil and God by trying to call into question some of these 
assumptions. 

Consider, for example, the notion that relief from (or absence of) 
pain and suffering is an intrinsically good thing, something which 
God would always lay on for things like human beings. Many anti- 
theistic writers seem to embrace this notion, but many theists do not. 
As we have seen, some hold that pain and suffering can perfect 
human beings. They argue (roughly) that austerity, sacrifice, poverty, 
and pain can lead to desirable results. And some suggest that what we 
may loosely call ‘an absence of happiness’ is not necessarily some- 
thing which ought not to be brought about even though it could be 
prevented and even though we know nothing about desirable results. 
Some critics of theism have said that God (if he exists) would create 
‘the best possible world’. Others have said that God (if he exists) 
would maximize happiness for his creatures. But theists have chal- 
lenged these assumptions as well. They have said, for example, that 
talk of a ‘best possible world’ is as incoherent as talk of a ‘greatest 
prime number’. According to C. J. F. Williams, for example, ‘It is a 
consequence of God's infinite power, wisdom and goodness that, for 
any world we can conceive him creating, it is possible to conceive 
him creating a better world. More than that — for this has nothing to 
do with what we can or cannot conceive — for any world which God 
can create, there is another, better world which he could also have 
created.“® And, though one might be tempted to suppose that 
‘Maximize happiness’ is an imperative which any decent-minded God 
could be expected to act on, some theists have challenged the idea 
that such an imperative is intelligible. Suppose we have a happy 
human being. This person could, presumably, be happier. Is there, 
then, a limit to happiness — some stage at which further increased 
happiness is impossible, some stage which God should have brought 
about for all from the start? Arguing somewhat. along the lines of 
the passage from Williams just cited, George N. Schlesinger has 
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suggested that there is no such specifiable limit. We can, he suggests, 
always think of ways in which a person’s happiness can be in some 
way increased, and it is no good objection to God’s existence to say 
that God has made a world in which people are less happy than they 
could be.” 

With an eye on the question ‘What kind of world can God be 
expected to make?’, we should also note that some theists have urged 
that we can have no reasonable expectations one way or the other. An 
example here is Aquinas. Taking his lead from the Bible and his own 
philosophical reflections, Aquinas thinks of God as the source of the 
being (esse) of creatures. For Aquinas, God alone exists by essence or 
nature, and anything other than God exists because it is made to be 
by God. It is not, thinks Aquinas, characteristic of God that he should 
make things like this as opposed to things like that (though Aquinas 
is clear that God has made a world of varied things). In so far as 
anything can be deemed a ‘characteristic effect’ of God, says Aquinas, 
it is being (esse) — the fact that there is something rather than nothing, 
the fact that there is any world at all — and this thought leads Aquinas 
away from suppositions as to what we can expect in a world created 
by God. We can, he thinks, expect that poison will have certain effects 
when swallowed by human beings. In general, so he thinks, we can 
have lots of expectations about what will be produced by what (such 
expectations are part of what Aquinas would have called a scientific 
understanding of the world). For Aquinas, however, God is not an 
object of scientific enquiry, not a part of the world in which science 
can be developed. For him, God ‘is to be thought of as existing outside 
the realm of existents, as a cause from which pours forth everything 
that exists in all its variant forms’.” [f it is logically possible for some- 
thing to be, then, thinks Aquinas, God can make it to be. But, Aquinas 
also thinks, we have no means of determining what logically possible 
things God will make to be. For Aquinas, we have to start by noting 
what God has, in fact, made to be. Reflections on the topic of God and 
evil must, so he thinks, start from that, and not from assumptions we 
might have dreamed up (on what basis?) concerning what God is or 
is not likely to create. 

While defending Aquinas’s account of what we can and cannot 
know of God by rational reflection, Herbert McCabe writes: “We do 
not appeal specifically to God to explain why the universe is this way 
rather than that, for this we need only appeal to explanations within 
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the universe. For this reason there can, it seems to me, be no feature 
of the universe which indicates that it is God-made.””’ Like Aquinas, 
McCabe is suggesting that, since God accounts for there being some- 
thing rather than nothing, we have no basis as philosophers (i.e. apart 
from recourse to divine revelation) for expectations concerning the 
kind of world which God (if he chooses to create) will make. 


(vii) God suffers also 
A survey of recent theistic responses to those who deny or call into 
question the existence of God because of the reality of evil would not 
be complete without a mention of a very contemporary angle on the 
topic of God and evil. According to this, evil is no more a ground for 
denying God's existence than it is for denying mine or yours. That is 
because, so it has been argued, God (like all human beings) is also a 
victim of evil and also suffers. Authors who might be cited as defend- 
ing this line of thought include the German theologian Jtirgen 
Moltmann and the Latin American liberation theologian Jon Sobrino. 
Classical Christian theists take it for granted that God is utterly 
changeless (immutable). From this belief it follows that God cannot 
be acted on (i.e. modified) by anything. It also follows that God 
cannot undergo suffering (since to suffer is to be passive to the action 
of something which acts on one to bring about a change of a certain 
kind). Moltmann and Sobrino, however, deny that God is utterly 
changeless. According to them, if God is to be really acceptable to 
human beings he must be capable of suffering and, in this sense, must 
be affected by evil. In Moltmann’s view, the great thing about Chris- 
tianity is that it offers us a suffering God revealed as such in the 
person of Christ. Traditional Christian teaching holds that Christ is 
God, but it also denies that this implies that we can say, without qual- 
ification, ‘God suffers’. A distinction is made between what is true of 
Christ as man, and what is true of him as God. The conclusion then 
proposed is that, though Christ could suffer as man, he could not 
suffer as God. Moltmann rejects this traditional way of speaking, 
however. For him, the divinity of Christ means that divinity as such is 
capable of suffering, and, he says, in the light of this point we can 
offer comfort to suffering human beings (considered as victims of 
evil). People in distress can be driven to say that because of their suf- 
fering they cannot believe in God. According to Moltmann, however, 
God and suffering are not to be thought of as irreconcilable with each 
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other. For God suffers too. And that is what Sobrino also wants to say. 
As he puts tt: 


For Saint John, God is love .. . Is that statement real? .. . We must 
insist that love has to be credible to human beings in an unre- 
deemed world. That forces us to ask ourselves whether God can 
really describe himself as love if historical suffering does not affect 
him ... We must say what Moltmann says: ‘We find suffering that is 
not wished, suffering that is accepted, and the suffering of love. If 
God were incapable of suffering in all those ways, and hence in an 
absolute sense, then God would be incapable of loving’.” 


As we have seen, in his discussion of the problem of evil J. L. Mackie 
accepts that (what he identifies as) the problem disappears if one 
gives up on the claim that God is omnipotent. Since Moltmann and 
Sobrino want to conceive of God as passive to the action of creatures 
and as himself suffering (a notion which seems at odds with tradi- 
tional theistic accounts of omnipotence), they can fairly be taken as 
rejecting belief in God’s omnipotence and as representing a response 
to the problem of evil which writers like Mackie would presumably 
deem to dissolve the problem as conceived by them. 


God and the problem of evil 


As you can see, therefore, there are many different approaches on 
offer when it comes to the topic of God and evil. Can we adjudicate 
between them? If we are concerned with truth, we presumably ought 
to try to do so. But how should we proceed? My view is that we 
cannot proceed to any good effect if we do not start by returning to 
what, in the Introduction to this book, I referred to as certain ‘basics’. 
When it comes to the problem of evil we cannot, I think, bypass the 
question ‘Is there any reason to believe in God before we start talking 
about God and evil?’ We cannot, I think, make good progress when 
trying to think about God and evil if we do not (and apart from the 
issue of evil) ask if there are positive grounds for believing in God to 
start with. If there are such grounds, the next obvious question to ask 
is ‘What should we suppose God to be?’ God is often (though certainly 
not always) said to be omnipotent, omniscient, and good. But how, 
when it comes to God, should we construe ‘omnipotent’, ‘oniniscient’, 
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and ‘good’? You might reply: ‘It is obvious, is it not? My view, 
however, is that it is not obvious. If we are right to think (as I believe 
we are) that cats are animals which fear water, that is because of 
what we know of actually existing cats. No sensible scientist would 
dream of telling us what X, Y, and Z are without copious study of 
them. By the same token, so it seems to me, talk of God’s omnipo- 
tence, omniscience and goodness needs to be grounded (should this 
be at all possible) in a study of God - something, in turn, that needs 
to come before a discussion of God and evil (or the problem of evil). 
When turning to such a discussion one needs some serious context. 
In the next chapter, therefore, I begin to spell out what I think we 
should take this to be. 
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Why did people ever start saying that God exists? The question is 
probably impossible to answer with any degree of confidence, but 
much theistic belief is surely grounded in (even if it does not always 
directly spring from) a belief that the world or universe is somehow 
derived from and governed by what is distinct from it. According to 
the book of Genesis God created the heavens and the earth ‘in the 
beginning’.’ According to the Qur’an, God, ‘the Compassionate, the 
Merciful’, ‘created the heavens and the earth to manifest the Truth’.” 
Then again, consider the start of the Apostles’ Creed (‘I believe in 
God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth’) or the begin- 
ning of the Nicene Creed (‘I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, 
maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible’).” A 
traditional development of all these statements insists that God is the 
Creator in that he makes the world or universe continually to exist 
from nothing (ex nihilo). The basic idea here is that the world 
depends for its being on God all the time that it exists (and whether 
or not it began to exist), and this idea is certainly central to anything 
that we might now take to be an orthodox account of what belief in 
God amounts to. 

Many theistic authors have tried to argue that belief in God as 
Creator is philosophically defensible. Need they bother to do so? 
More precisely, is it irrational to believe in God as Creator without 
reference to argument or without the presentation of evidence of 
some sort? Some philosophers have said that it most certainly is. A 
notable example is Antony Flew, who urges us to proceed on a ‘pre- 
sumption of atheism’. People on trial in civilized law courts are 
presumed to be innocent until they are proved guilty. In a similar way, 
says Flew, the proposition ‘God exists’ should be deemed to be false 
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until it is shown to be true by reasonable arguments. ‘If it is to be 
established that there is a God,’ Flew argues, ‘then we have to have 
good grounds for believing that this is indeed so. Until and unless 
some such grounds are produced, we have literally no reason at all for 
believing; and in that situation the only reasonable posture must be 
that of either the negative atheist or the agnostic.” By ‘good grounds’ 
here Flew is clearly not demanding irrefutable demonstrations. 
Rather, he is looking for a reasonable case, something which suggests 
that it is more likely than not that God exists. Effectively he is asking 
that belief in God be supported by some good natural theology — 
taking ‘natural theology’ to be an argument, or a set of arguments, 
designed to show that, without presupposing God’s existence at the 
outset, it is reasonable to conclude that there is, in fact, a God. 

Yet Flew’s position is too extreme. For it is often perfectly in order 
(i.e. reasonable) to believe statements that one cannot, in fact, defend 
by appeal to arguments or evidence. Suppose that you and I meet at a 
party. J tell you that my name is Brian Davies, and you believe me. Are 
you being unreasonable here? Surely not, even though you have no 
arguments or evidence to support what I say at the time that | say it 
(and even though I might, of course, be lying). Or again, suppose that 
you get on a plane and arrive at an airport where all the signs tell you 
that you are, say, in Munich, and where all the airport staff have the 
same story to offer. You are in no position to offer a reasoned case for 
believing the signs or the staff, but would you be unreasonable in 
acting on the supposition that you are, indeed, in Munich (even 
though it might subsequently turn out that you are the victim of a fan- 
tastically elaborate hoax)? Surely not. Believing that such and such is 
the case on someone's saying so (or believing that such and such is 
the case because of what is asserted by signs, or books, or the like) 
is, in general, a perfectly rational thing to do. Indeed, we could hardly 
get along without believing in this way.” 

To concede this, however, is not to say that there is no reasonable 
case to be made for concluding that there is a Creator God, and I now 
want to suggest that there is such a case to be made (even if we do 
not need recourse to it, or to comparable cases, in order to be rea- 
sonable in believing that there is, in fact, a Creator God).° Arguments 
for God’s existence (considered as Creator, but also under other 
descriptions) are legion and take many different forms. In my view 
(and as I have argued elsewhere), a number of them deserve respect, 
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but I shall here concentrate on what | take to be the most fundamen- 
tal and best of them, one for which I am basically indebted to Thomas 
Aquinas, and one which takes us right to the heart of what the notion 
of God as Creator seems classically to involve.’ 


The asking of questions 


Is there anything that distinguishes people from the other animals 
among whom they live? Obviously there is. People are linguistic 
animals. They talk to each other using symbols which allow them to 
communicate on a world-wide basis. Dogs and cats can smell each 
other (and thereby be familiar with each other at a bodily level), but 
we can talk about the sense of smell. We can also talk about dogs and 
cats, and we can share an understanding of all these things in a way 
that non-linguistic animals cannot. When Fido smells Rover, the smell 
of Rover is in Fido as a sensation he has (so it is Fido’s private 
property, something that belongs to him, and to him alone, just like 
his nose). But when you tell me that you have just acquired a dog, |! 
have in me exactly what you have in you (the understanding that you 
have just acquired a dog). Mutual understanding among linguistic 
animals is not private property. When it occurs, we share thoughts.°® 
We often express our thoughts in positive terms. ‘Some dogs have 
fleas’ expresses a thought. So does ‘It is often cold in Chicago in 
January. We can, however, negate statements like these so as to say 
‘It is not the case that: some dogs have fleas’ or ‘It is not the case that: 
it is often cold in Chicago in January’. And, though our ability to 
understand signs of negation may seem boringly familiar (second 
nature, as it were), it has at least one major non-boring function. For 
it allows us to recognize the possibility of alternatives, the fact that 
things might be other than they are. And with this recognition comes 
the tendency to ask questions. For questions, after all, are basically 
designed to prompt us to work out why things are as they are and not 
otherwise. This, at any rate, is always the case with sensible ques- 
tions. One can make up silly questions like ‘Why is the number 2 taller 
than the Eiffel Tower?’ or ‘Why is green heavier than yellow?’ Even if 
each of the words in these questions has a meaning taken in isolation 
(which | doubt), the questions themselves are meaningless. With 
sensible questions, however, such is not the case. With these we pose 
genuine queries because they latch onto genuine puzzles presented 
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by the fact that things are thus and so rather than some other possible 
way in which they might have been. At least part of the reason that 
‘Why is John sneezing?’ makes sense is because John might not be 
sneezing. At least part of the reason that ‘Why is it snowing in New 
York today?’ makes sense is because it is not always snowing in New 
York.’ 

So there are thoughts expressible in statements which can be 
negated and which therefore naturally lead us to ask ‘Why are these 
statements true?’ Of course, there are statements that cannot but be 
true. ‘9 is greater than 6’ is a case in point. There are also statements 
which cannot but be false - e.g. ‘What happened last year did not 
happen’. Statements like these, however, do not give rise to the ques- 
tions ‘Why are they true?’ or ‘Why are they false?’ When something 
cannot be other than it is, questions as to why it is as it is simply do 
not arise. Such questions do, however, arise when alternatives are 
possible. Once we understand what the numbers 9 and 6 are, there is 
no question as to how 9 comes to be greater than 6. Once we grasp that 
‘it was the case that such and such happened’ and ‘it was not the case 
that such and such happened’ are simply contradictory, no question 
arises as to why it is not true that what happened last year did not 
happen. Things, though, are different when we come to statements 
like ‘John is sneezing’ or ‘It is snowing today in New York’. Neither of 
these statements is true of necessity. If they are true, therefore, it 
makes sense to ask what accounts for the fact that they are true. 

Or does it? It should be clear that I am suggesting that true state- 
ments which do not have to be true (contingently true statements, as 
we might call them) raise causal questions. They invite us to ask what 
brings it about that what they report is true. To be sure, some of them 
might reasonably lead us to ask questions of a different kind — ques- 
tions concerning what something is by nature, for example. If I simul- 
taneously throw a plastic cup and a crystal wine glass onto a hard 
surface, the cup may be unharmed while the glass will probably 
shatter. Someone might ask, ‘Why did the cup survive while the glass 
was destroyed?’ This question is not asking what agent or agents 
brought about a certain outcome. It is asking what it is about some- 
thing that explains its fate; it is raising a question to be solved by an 
account of the natures of certain things. But even questions like these 
readily lead to questions about what we might call ‘agent-causation’ 
(the coming about of an effect by virtue of an individual agent — as, 
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for example, when a stick moves a stone). Plastic cups and crystal 
glasses, whether shattered or not, do not have to be in any particular 
place. So one might wonder how some particular cup or glass came 
to be where someone (truly) says that it was (to fall and remain 
intact, or to fall and be shattered). Or, rather, one might do so if one 
thinks that it is reasonable to do so, which not everyone has thought. 
For it has been suggested that, even where we are dealing with a true 
statement that does not (absolutely speaking) have to be true, it 
could be that no agent-cause accounts for what the statement 
reports. 

What does this suggestion amount to? It seems to boil down to the 
conclusion that, possibly, not everything that comes to pass in the 
world, or not everything that exists in it, needs to be accounted for m 
terms of agent-causation, or the concurrent activity of more than one 
agent-cause. Someone who defends this conclusion is David Hume. 
According to him, the ideas of cause and effect are distinct, and it is 
possible for something to arise (begin to exist), or for something to 
undergo change, without a cause (an agent-cause). As Hume himself 
expresses the point: 


We can never demonstrate the necessity of a cause to every new 
existence, or new modification of existence, without shewing at. 
the same time the impossibility there is, that any thing can ever 
begin to exist without some productive principle; and where the 
latter proposition cannot be prov’d, we must despair of ever being 
able to prove the former. Now that the latter proposition is utterly 
incapable of a demonstrative proof, we may satisfy ourselves by 
considering, that as all distinct ideas are separable from each 
other, and as the ideas of cause and effect are evidently distinct, 
‘twill be easy for us to conceive any object to be non-existent this 
moment, and existent the next, without conjoiming Co it the distinct 
idea of a cause or productive principle. The separation, therefore, 
of the idea of a cause from that of a beginning of existence is 
plainly possible for the imagination, and consequently the actual 
separation of these objects is so far possible that it implies no con- 
tradiction or absurdity." 


Hume’s argument here, however, is a weak one, based only on 
imagination. The fact that I can ‘imagine’ something arising without 
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agent-causation settles nothing when it comes to how things start to 
be. I can imagine all sorts of things which do not, and maybe cannot, 
exist, and, if 1 am a movie producer, perhaps I can put my imaginings 
onto avery big screen. Yet nothing follows from this when it comes to 
reality. Or, as Elizabeth Anscombe observes: 


If | say I can imagine a rabbit coming into being without a parent, 
rabbit, well and good: I imagine a rabbit coming into being, and our 
observing that there is no parent rabbit about. But what am I to 
imagine if I imagine a rabbit coming into being without a cause? 
Well, | just imagine a rabbit coming into being. That this zs the 
imagination of a rabbit coming into being without a cause is 
nothing but, as it were, the fitle of the picture. Indeed [ can form 
an image and give my picture that title. But from my being able to 
do that, nothing whatever follows about what it is possible to 
suppose ‘without contradiction or absurdity’ as holding in reality." 


In reply to Anscombe you might say that you can imagine something 
coming into existence at some time and place and there being no cause 
of this. But how do you know that the thing in question has come into 
existence at the time and place you picture it as beginning to exist? You 
have to exclude the possibility of it having previously existed else- 
where and, by some means or other, come to be where you picture it as 
beginning to exist. Yet how are you to do that without supposing a 
cause which justifies you in judging that the thing really came into exis- 
tence, rather than just reappeared, at one particular place and time? 
The truth surely is that recognizing that we are dealing with a genuine 
beginning of existence is something we are capable of because we can 
identify agent-causes. As Anscombe writes: ‘We can observe begin- 
nings of new items because we know how they were produced and out 
of what ... We know the times and places of their beginnings without 
cavil because we understand their origins.’ In other words, to know 
that something began to exist seems already to know that it has been 
caused, and to know something about its cause or causes. So it appears 
odd to suppose that there really could be a beginning of existence 
without a cause (i.e. an agent-cause).” 

It seems equally odd to suppose that change in a subject could 
occur without such a cause. Suppose that my ankle starts to swell. 
Hume might say ‘This could be happening without any agent-cause’. 


36 


God the Creator 


But what is the force of the ‘could’ here? When we say that such and 
such could happen we normally mean that its coming to be is gen- 
uinely possible given the way the world is now. Suppose someone 
says that there could be a change of government in Brazil soon. We 
would take this to mean something along the lines of ‘Many people in 
Brazil are dissatisfied with its present government, and their votes 
will bring the government down’ or ‘Anti-government rebels in Brazil 
are now sufficiently armed so as to effect a successful revolution’. 
‘Could’, in ‘could happen’, normally means ‘is able to come about 
given the existence of what is able to bring about certain effects’. In 
that case, however, why should we pay any attention to the sugges- 
tion that my ankle could swell up without an agent-cause? There is a 
sense of ‘could’ where it only means ‘is not logically impossible’, and 
with this sense in mind someone might say ‘Your ankle could swell up 
without an agent-cause’. But how does such a person know that it is 
logically possible for ankles to swell without anything causing them 
to do so? If ankles are things which by nature only swell because 
acted on in some way, then it is not logically possible for them to 
swell without anything causing them to do so. 

In any case, we do, in fact, look for agent-causes when things begin 
to exist or get modified. Some people (e.g. Hume) have suggested that 
we do so only on the basis of ‘custom’. Being used to things happen- 
ing in certain ways, they argue, we naturally expect them always to 
happen in these ways. This line of thinking, however, is surely wrong. 
We do not always form causal expectations on the basis of experi- 
ence. Sometimes we interpret our experience in the light of causal 
expectations we have. People who have never experienced a tidal 
wave will normally take very precise (and self-saving) action when 
told that such a thing is coming their way. Why so? Not because they 
have personally become accustomed to tidal waves and what they 
tend to effect. Unless they have studied the nature and effects of tidal 
waves (this not being something that they are likely to have done by 
personal contact with tidal waves and their effects), they are 
probably going to act as they do because of their beliefs about tidal 
waves, which might well not be based on personal experience of 
them. They interpret their experience in the light of causal expecta- 
tions that they have. 

And why should they not? We might think that they should not if 
we suppose that they are disoriented, confused, or even insane. As 
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we all know very well, however, people can form causal expectations 
which by any interpretation of the word ‘rational’ are surely rational. 
I have no serious understanding of (and, given the history of the 
universe, only a limited experience of) eggs, water, and heat. But I 
think that I know what to do in order to enjoy a boiled egg for break- 
fast. My expectations here are based on what I have been taught 
about the natures of eggs, water, and heat, teaching that I have taken 
on faith. Are my expectations irrational? If they are, then I have to 
wonder what the word ‘rational’ is supposed to mean. ‘It is irrational 
to suppose that putting eggs into boiling water will result in boiled 
eggs.’ ‘It is irrational to suppose that hot, solid eggs got to be that way 
because of immersion in boiling water or the like.’ Are we to sub- 
scribe to those two statements? Well, people can believe all sorts of 
things, but I see no reason to suppose that these statements are 
remotely credible. If they are not, however, then there is something to 
be said for the view that human causal expectations are not automat- 
ically to be dismissed as unreasonable just because they are expecta- 
tions. And we certainly do have causal expectations, which is why we 
seek causally to account for what lies before us but does not, 
absolutely speaking, have to be there." 

If I find gallons of water pouring through the roof of my apartment, 
I might side with Hume and say that the coming to be of this might 
have had no agent-cause (this being great news to my landlord, who 
will not, therefore, worry about me and my lawyers, assuming that he 
can get a jury or a judge to think as Hume does). But why should I 
agree with Hume here? You might say, “You should do so unless you 
can prove that whatever has a beginning of existence always has an 
agent-cause (or agent-causes) or that every change that takes place 
always has an agent-cause (or agent-causes).’ But that response 
seems to imply that we should never believe (or are never reasonable 
in believing) what we cannot prove, which seems positively unrea- 
sonable — if ‘to prove’ means ‘formally to demonstrate a conclusion 
from premises that cannot consistently be denied’. If we are unrea- 
sonable in believing what cannot, in this sense, be proved, then we 
are unreasonable when it comes to most of what we believe. One 
might, of course, take ‘to prove’ to mean ‘to supply reasonable 
grounds for believing something or other’. In that case, however, we 
can prove that whatever has a beginning of existence always has an 
agent-cause (or agent-causes) or that every change that takes place 
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always has an agent-cause (or agent-causes). We can say, for 
example, that something beginning to exist does so at some particu- 
lar time and place and that something other than itself must therefore 
be responsible for it coming to be when and where it does (surely a 
reasonable assumption?). Or we can say that something which 
undergoes change cannot itself totally account for the state in which 
it comes to be, since that state is a way of being which is not present 
in the thing before the change it undergoes, and since something 
cannot give itself what it does not have to start with (surely another 
reasonable assumption? ). 


A question we might ask 


I am suggesting, therefore, that we can reasonably continue with our 
common practice of asking what it is that accounts for what does not, 
absolutely speaking, have to be there in our world, and there in the 
way that it is. So let us now consider just how far this practice can 
take us — starting with Smokey, my cat, whom I first encountered in a 
shelter for stray animals. 

I wondered where he came from. The people who ran the shelter 
had no answer. Yet they did not, of course, assume that there was no 
answer. They did not suppose that Smokey popped into existence 
uncaused where the person who brought him to the shelter found 
him. They assumed (and rightly so, surely) that Smokey had parent. 
cats. We can reasonably wonder about the feline sources of cats of 
our acquaintance (while presuming that there are, indeed, such 
sources). In a similar way we can ask (while assuming that there are 
true answers) who people's parents are, or who (or what) produced 
the buildings we see through our windows. 

But. we might now push our questions onwards a stage — to move 
beyond particular individuals belonging to a single kind or class. 
Suppose that I were to discover that Smokey is the offspring of 
Caesar and Cleo — two real (or once real) cats. Knowing this fact 
would explain, to some extent, how Smokey is there for us to talk 
about. But it would not explain how cats, as such, are there. So we 
might now ask ‘How come cats?’ How did cats get going in the first 
place? And what keeps them going? These are surely reasonable 
questions. Indeed, so one might say, they are questions which ought 
to be raised. And, perhaps (and as I think many people suppose), 
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there are answers to them which make good scientific sense (answers 
in terms of evolution, genetics, and whatever in the universe helps to 
support or promote the lives of cats). We naturally seek to account for 
the existence of kinds of things, and we presume (or, at least, many of 
us presume) that we can, in principle, account for this scientifically — 
in terms of what exists in the universe. 

Yet what about the universe itself? If it had a beginning, should we 
not also seek to account for this causally? And, even if we suppose 
that it had no beginning, should we not seek causally to account for 
its existence at any time? If we suppose that the universe did have a 
beginning, and if, against Hume, we conclude that whatever begins to 
exist has a cause, then we should presumably posit a cause, or a col- 
lection of causes, for the beginning of the existence of the universe (a 
cause, or a collection of causes, which would have to be distinct from 
the universe). 

Yet why should we suppose that there is a need causally to account 
for the existence of the universe at any time? It seems (at least to 
many people) natural and proper to ask what within the universe 
accounts for what it contains at particular times. So it does not seem 
especially strange or unreasonable to ask ‘How come Smokey?’ or 
‘How come cats?’ (or ‘How come mountains, oceans, deserts, people, 
the planet Earth, the conditions that exist on Earth, or on the Moon, 
or on Mars?’ — and so on). But what are we to make of ‘How come the 
existence of the universe as such?’ I use the phrase ‘as such’ here in 
order to highlight the fact that ‘How come the universe?’ is not asking 
‘What accounts (or accounted) for the fact that the universe began to 
exist?’ but ‘What accounts for the existence of the universe at any 
time?’ The question seems to amount to ‘How come any universe at 
all (regardless of whether or not the universe is something that had a 
beginning)?” 

This is a puzzling query, to say the least. Be that as it may, however, 
I now want to suggest that we absolutely do need to ask ‘How come 
the universe, whether or not it had a beginning?’ My argument for 
doing so is a fairly simple one and goes as follows: 


(1) Take any object in the universe you care to mention or of which 


you can conceive (while supposing that it is real). 
(2) Any such object has intrinsic properties or qualities — i.e. proper- 
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ties or qualities which it has in and of itself. (Of X we might say 
that ‘John finds it frightening’, but being frightening is not a 
property that is intrinsic to anything. Being mammalian, however, 
is such a property, as is being human, being made of wood, being 
a whale, and so on.) 

(3) The intrinsic properties of any object are, in principle, ones that 
can be had by other objects. There are more mammals than one. 
Many individuals count as human beings. Lots of things are made 
of wood. There are many whales. And so on. 

(4) Therefore, knowing that real objects in the universe have 
whatever properties they have is not to know that they, as the 
individual things that they are, actually exist. In this sense, we 
can distinguish between what real objects in the universe are and 
whether or not they exist (we can distinguish, if you like, 
between their existence and their nature). 

(5) But if the existence of something is not part of its nature (if it is 
not something’s nature to exist), the thing’s existence cannot be 
accounted for in terms of its nature and requires an external 
cause. And if the existence of nothing in the universe is account- 
able for in terms of its nature, the existence of the universe as a 
whole (and at any time) requires an external (agent-) cause. 


In short, we can know what something in the universe (e.g. Smokey) 
is without knowing that it has to exist, which means that its existence 
has to be derived, which, in turn, means that the existence of the 
universe as a whole is derived. 


Objections and replies 


Can we fault this argument? 

(1) is not a premise; it is simply an invitation to think about some- 
thing. So I cannot see that there is anything to quarrel with here. 

(2) might be thought to raise questions about what counts as an 
intrinsic property. But the examples I give surely indicate what (2) is 
saying and that (2) is true. It is focusing on what one might say while 
trying truly to describe what something that exists is actually like. It 
is not drawing attention to any old predicate that we might use when 
seeking to say something about something. ‘___ is identical with 
itself’, ‘sis either bigger or smaller than something or other’, 
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‘ 


____ is loved by James’, and ‘___ is to the right of the tree’ are all 
examples of predicates that we might use when trying to talk about 
something. But none of them tells us what anything might be in itself. 
They do not describe — in the perfectly ordinary sense of ‘describe’ 
that we have in mind when we say, for example, ‘Tell me what your 
pet is’. If someone were to say this to me then I would briefly reply 
somewhat along these lines: ‘My pet is a cat. He is male. He has grey 
fur. His dimensions are thus and so. He is energetic and healthy.’ This 
answer first places my pet into a species (of which there are detailed 
scientific descriptions available). It then goes on to note positive 
features that he has which some members of his species lack. In this 
sense, my answer describes what he is actually like in and of himself. 
So it seems perfectly proper to say that objects in the universe can be 
thought of as having intrinsic properties or qualities. 

We might, of course, ask “What should we count as an object?’, and 
that is a difficult question, largely because ‘object’ (one can say the 
same of ‘thing’) is what Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) once called 
a ‘formal concept’.'* If you are only told that such and such is an 
object, you learn nothing when it comes to what it actually is. And 
even if you think that you know an object when you see one, and if 
you give an example of what you take to be an object, you might be 
argued into agreeing that it is really many objects. You might, for 
example, say that a telephone is an object. Yet even the simplest tele- 
phone has many parts. So might not each of these be thought of as 
objects? And might not their microscopic constituents also be 
thought of as objects? Given that ‘object’ is, indeed, a formal concept 
in Wittgenstein’s sense (and I do not deny this), one might well wish 
to conclude that we have no idea as to what objects there are. 

To do so, however, would surely be to end up with a pretty odd 
belief. Think, once again, of Smokey. He is a single living being. He 
has parts, of course, and these might be thought of as objects.’’ But, 
considered as a living and breathing cat, he is obviously an entity in 
his own right. He is a natural unit. Or again, think of a carrot, or a 
cabbage, or a stone, or a shell, or a planet, or a star. These are things 
which are also naturally referred to as entities in their own right. The 
same can even be said of distinguishable individuals which are not 
naturally occurring ones — like houses, books, or cars.'® The same can 
also be said of everything that makes up our world. We live in a 
universe in which things can intelligibly be singled out as subjects to 
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be studied, categorized, analysed and described. We live in a universe 
made up of distinguishable, concrete things (some made up of distin- 
guishable parts, some not), things we can refer to and to which we 
can apply predicates. There have been philosophers who have denied 
this, but most (with differing levels of interpretation and elaboration) 
have affirmed it.'” So, for present purposes, I am going to suggest that 
(2) is not a particularly dubious premise on which to draw and that it 
is, therefore, acceptable even in spite of the formal character of 
‘object’ (for which, also, read ‘thing’). 

(3) seems to be an equally tenable premise to employ. Anything we 
can predicate of something can also, in principle, normally be predi- 
cated of something else. It is, of course, easy to think of possible 
predicates which could only apply to one thing. Examples would be 
‘is the one and only human being who knows about the 
imminent alien invasion’, or ‘___ is the only daughter of James and 
Maria Smith’. When we describe things, however, we are rarely 
picking out features, or descriptions, which are not shareable, and we 
are not completely doing that even as we use predicates like the two 
just mentioned. There may be only one human being who knows 
about the imminent alien invasion, but (a) being a human being, and 
(b) knowing about an imminent invasion, is what could in principle 
be truly affirmable of more than one individual. And though James 
and Maria Smith might have only one daughter, she shares what she 
is in herself with millions of others (e.g. she is human and female). In 
so far as we are concerned with what | am calling intrinsic properties 
(what we can predicate of something as we analyse it and attempt to 
describe it scientifically), we are concerned with things that are not, 
in principle, unique. 

If this is so, however, we can, following (4), surely draw a serious 
distinction between what something is and the fact that it exists. One 
true answer (I am sure that there are more) to the question ‘What is 
Smokey?’ is ‘A cat’. And we know what cats are (though, while some 
of us know a lot about them, most of us know only relatively little). 
Knowing what cats are, however, does not help us in the slightest 
when it comes to knowing whether there is any such cat as Smokey. 
The same is true when it comes to other things. 

Notice that I am not here suggesting that it is impossible to deduce 
the existence of cats from something like a nominal definition of ‘cat’ 
(i.e. a definition which tells us what the word ‘cat’ means). That 
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suggestion is different from what 1 am now proposing. Let us suppose 
that, along with standard English dictionaries, we take it for granted 
that ‘unicorn’ means ‘a horse-like creature with a horn on its 
forehead’ (or something along those lines). In that case, there is obvi- 
ously a sense in which it would be false to say ‘It is not the case that: 
a unicorn is a horse-like creature with a horn on its forehead’. If I talk 
about unicorns as though they were exactly like dogs, then I am 
clearly labouring under a delusion and you would be justified in cor- 
recting me and insisting that I am somehow in error. But none of this 
implies that there actually are any unicorns. The fact that the meaning 
of a word seems to name or designate an existent object does not 
imply the existence of such an object (as critics of a famous theistic 
argument commonly called ‘the Ontological Argument’ have often 
observed).”” Yet I am not denying this. I am suggesting that with 
respect to actually existing things in the world we can distinguish 
between what they are intrinsically and the fact that they exist. 
Understanding their natures, [ am saying, does not involve under- 
standing that any particular one of them exists. You can, for example, 
know what cats are (you can be scientifically expert when it comes to 
cats) without knowing that Smokey exists. 

Does it therefore follow, however, that things in the world cannot 
account for their own existence and that the same is true of the 
universe as a whole at any given time? In other words, is (5) true? I 
can think of at least five reasons why someone might argue that it is 
not. These can be expressed as follows: 


(a) Even if the existence of particular things in the universe needs to 
be accounted for with respect to something other than what they 
are, it does not follow that the existence of all particular things, 
or the existence of the universe as a whole, needs to be so 
accounted for. 


(b) Even if we grant that the existence of some object does not 
follow from its nature (and even if we grant that something other 
than the object accounts for its existence), we need not suppose 
that there is something distinct from the universe accounting for 
its existence at any time. We need only suppose that for anything 
in the universe there is something else within the universe 
accounting for its existence. 
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(c) It is wrong to ask what accounts for the sheer existence of 
anything. We can sensibly ask what accounts for something 
having a particular nature or a particular property, but we cannot 
sensibly ask what accounts for something simply existing. For 
existence is not a property of objects or individuals. 


(d) Even supposing that an object’s existence cannot be deduced 
from a knowledge of what it is, there is no reason to suppose that 
the object’s existence is brought about by anything. Why not say 
that objects in the world can exist uncaused? Why not say that 
the universe as a whole exists uncaused? 


(e) There is no serious alternative to the universe not existing. If we 
ask ‘How come the universe as a whole and at any time?’, we 
must be supposing that there not being a universe is some kind of 
possibility that might have been realized. Yet the alternative to 
there being a universe is there being absolutely nothing, which is 
not an alternative at all. 


Yet these lines of thinking are unacceptable, as I shall try to explain 
by discussing them in order. 

In defence of (a) one might argue that (5) commits the fallacy of 
composition. If every brick in a wall weighs two pounds, it does not 
follow (and is, in fact, false) that the wall as a whole weighs two 
pounds. What is true of X, Y, and Z, taken individually, might not be 
true of X, ¥, and Z considered as a collection. Sometimes, however, 
what is true of members of a collection taken individually 7s true of 
the collection as a whole. If every brick in a wall is yellow, the wall as 
a whole is yellow. If every fibre of a rug is made of wool, then the rug 
as a whole is made of wool. And, so it seems obvious to me, if every 
object in the universe needs something other than itself to account 
for its existence, the universe as a whole does so as well. If the 
universe is nothing but the sum of the objects that make it up, and if 
each of them in turn needs something other than itself to account for 
its existence, then the same must be true of the universe itself. You 
might say that a brick wall is nothing but the sum of its parts and that, 
just as we should not conclude that if every brick in a wall weighs two 
pounds, the wall as a whole weighs two pounds, we should not 
conclude that if every object in the universe needs something other 
than itself to account for its existence, the universe does so as well. 
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Weighing two pounds, however, is only attributable to particular 
bricks in a wall of which each brick weighs two pounds. Depending 
for its existence on something else is, by contrast, attributable to the 
universe as a whole if everything in it depends for its existence on 
something else.” One two-pound brick plus another two-pound brick 
leaves us with what weighs four pounds. One thing which depends for 
its existence on something else plus another thing which depends for 
its existence on something else merely leaves us with what depends 
for its existence on something else. 

(b) might be thought plausible on the basis of one or both of two 
assumptions: (i) the universe never had a beginning, and everything 
now existing has a series of (agent-) causes within the universe going 
back infinitely into the past, and (ii) anything having a cause of its 
existence owes that existence to an infinite series of agent-causes 
within the universe. Now (i) and (ii) here clearly depend on assump- 
tions about infinite collections of things. In the case of (i), the 
assumption is that there could be an infinite series of completed past 
events, states, or times, or something along those lines. In the case of 
(ii) the assumption is that there could be an infinite series of causes 
acting simultaneously. Neither assumption seems plausible to me, but 
I shall quarrel with neither of them here. For, even if true, they do 
nothing to refute what I am arguing at present. Whether backwardly 
or contemporaneously infinite, the universe is still a collection of 
objects the natures of which do not entail the existence of the objects 
having those natures. This, [ am suggesting, ought to leave us asking 
what accounts for the existence of the universe as a whole and at any 
time. 

(c) brings us to a very tricky topic, one much discussed by philoso- 
phers especially since the time of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). 
According to him, ‘Being is obviously not a real predicate, Le., a 
concept of something that could add to the concept of a thing’.” 
Kant’s statement here, and the subsequent justification he provides 
for it, might seem somewhat opaque, but he appears at least to be 
claiming that we do not describe something in any way when we say 
that it exists — a claim which has received its most sophisticated elab- 
oration and defence in the late C. J. F. Williams's book What is Exis- 
tence?” And the claim clearly has merit. Obviously I do not tell you 
what something is when I say that it exists (‘There are rats in the New 
York Subway’ does not tell you what a rat is). Also, statements of 
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existence are very commonly nothing but assertions to the effect that 
certain predicates (none of them being ‘_ exists’) are truly 
affirmable of something. If, for example, I say that ‘Horses exist’, I am 
not saying anything about any particular horse. I am saying that *___ 
is a horse’ is truly affirmable of something or other. 

But this does not mean that we are not making true affirmations 
about things when saying that they exist. It does not mean that ‘_ 
exists’ cannot be a genuine predicate of individuals. The reason most 
commonly given for supposing that it cannot is that thinking so 
allows us to make sense of negative existential propositions such as 
‘Blue daffodils do not exist’. In such propositions, the predicate ‘___ 
do(es) not exist’ cannot tell us something about anything (cannot be 
a predicate of individuals) since the propositions themselves are 
telling us that there is nothing to which any predicate can be truly 
assigned. And, with this thought in mind, it has often been suggested 
that’ _—s exists’ is not a predicate of individuals either. But that sug- 
gestion assumes that negative predications carry existential import, 
that they imply or state that something exists, which is open to 
question. In other words, we do not have to suppose that “Blue daf- 
fodils do not exist’ implies the existence of blue daffodils and 
amounts to a contradiction on the supposition that “_____ do(es) not 
exist’ (like ‘___ exist(s)’) is a first-level predicate (a predicate of 
individuals). All we have to suppose is that “Blue daffodils do not 
exist’ is true if nothing is a blue daffodil, and false if some daffodil is 
blue. 

In any case, it clearly does sometimes make sense to say of some- 
thing that it exists. [tf makes sense, for example, to say ‘The Great 
Pyramid still exists, but the Library of Alexandria does not’. It makes 
equal sense to say “The Statue of Liberty exists, but the World Trade 
Towers do not’. And it makes perfect to sense to say that, for 
example, Smokey exists — meaning that he is actually there to be 
examined, petted, fed, cleaned up after, and so on. This is the sense 
of ‘exists’ that Aquinas has in mind as he employs the Latin term esse. 
For Aquinas, something can be said to have esse in so far as it is 
actually there to be analysed or described. He does not think of esse 
as a distinguishing quality or property of things (so he denies that to 
know that something has esse is to know what it is). At the same time, 
however, he thinks that we can distinguish between, say, Smokey and 
the last living (but now dead) dinosaur. Smokey, for Aquinas, would 


4? 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


be something actual, a genuinely existing individual, and, so far as I 
can see, such a view is hardly unreasonable. In that case, however, 
one can fairly claim that existence is something we can reflect on 
causally. It makes sense, for example, to ask what accounts for 
Smokey’s existence at any time, and the existence of any other object, 
for that matter. 

Yet, do we need to do this? (d) suggests that we do not, that we 
might take the existence of things in the universe, and the existence 
of the universe as a whole, not to raise questions about agent-causal- 
ity. The fact of the matter, though, is that we just do seek causally to 
account for what exists but does not intrinsically have to, and we take 
seeking of this kind to be the mark of a reasonable person. When 
asked if he would speak of the universe as ‘gratuitous’, Bertrand 
Russell (1872-1970) once famously replied, ‘I should say that the 
universe is just there, and that’s all.”’ His position on that occasion 
was based on three stated assumptions: (a) that the word ‘universe’ 
does not stand for anything that has meaning, (b) that something in 
the world might arise without an agent-cause (or agent-causes), and 
(c) that, while it might be legitimate to ask what in the world caused 
some object or event in the world, there is no warrant for asking what 
causally accounts for the world as a whole. Yet (a) here is plainly 
false, if only because ‘universe’ is a word that people use in conver- 
sation. I have already commented on (b). With respect to (c), all I can 
say is that it seems arbitrary to stop asking causal questions unless we 
arrive at a cause (or causes) the existence of which is somehow nec- 
essary or self-explanatory. I have argued that the existence of the 
universe is not necessary or self-explanatory since we cannot account 
for the existence of any object in the universe in terms of what it ts. 
So I now suggest that we ought to presume that the existence of the 
universe has a cause (or causes). 

What kind of difference, however, would such a cause (or causes) 
be making? If it (they) account(s) for the existence of the universe as 
a whole, it (they) cannot be making the kind of difference which 
agent-causes within the universe typically make. Without exception, 
these achieve their effects only by bringing about a change of some 
kind. Artists produce paintings by moving bits of paint around. People 
write books by fiddling with computers, pens, or typewriters. Tropical 
storms wreak havoc by modifying the environments they hit. And so 
on. Yet for something causally to account for there being any universe 
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at all cannot be for it to change the universe (or anything in it) in any 
way — since nothing can undergo change unless it exists to start with. 
So if anything accounts for the existence of the universe, then it must 
simply make the universe to be. It cannot be altering the universe in 
any way. Rather, it must account for there being a universe as 
opposed to there being nothing at. all. 

Yet how can we sensibly think of there being nothing at all as a 
genuine alternative that we might have in mind when wondering why 
the universe exists at all? Here we come to (e). The position I am 
defending could well be expressed as “We are entitled to ask and, 
therefore, entitled to suppose that there is an answer to the question 
“How come something rather than nothing?” (e) represents a chal- 
lenge to this position since it denies that there being nothing is a 
genuine alternative to there being something. And it is easy to see the 
force of (e). For is there really an intelligible distinction to be drawn 
here? Can we take nothing to be a genuine possibility to be set beside 
something? We may speak of there being nothing in the room, or of 
there being nothing between Australia and New Zealand. But here we 
mean something like ‘There is no furniture in the room’ or ‘There is 
no land between Australia and New Zealand’. In other words, the 
notion of there being absolutely nothing is not one with positive 
content. So why suppose that there being something rather than 
nothing is something to get worked up about? 

Yet is the notion of nothing really so problematic in this context? 
Suppose thal we are searching through the drawers in my kitchen. I 
open one of them and I say “Well, there is nothing in here’. You will 
understand what I am saying. You will know that I am saying that 
there are no knives, forks, spoons, and so on in the drawer. In that 
case, however, can you not equally well understand me if I were to 
claim that there is nothing at all? I would obviously be speaking 
falsely. But) would you not be able to understand why that is so? 
Would you not take me falsely to be insisting that there are no 
nameable and describable individuals? Surely you would, and nghtly 
so. We do not have a concept of nothing as we have a concept of 
longevity or tallness or liquidation. But might it not be thought that 
we do have a concept of nothing in so far as we have a knowledge of 
things that there are in the world, and in so far as we might think of 
them just not being there? And might it not also be thought that there 
being nothing at all is a genuine possibility in so far as the ‘all’ we are 
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concerned with is what we take to make up the world or universe? It 
has been said that “There might have been nothing’ is not a believable 
proposition since there is no alternative to being. According to Bede 
Rundle for example, 


When we say ‘Nothing is ...’, far from talking about nothing, we are 
talking about everything. Nothing is immortal; that is, everything is 
mortal, Nothing might have been here — neither you nor I, the cat, 
the dog, and so on indefinitely ... We cannot conceive of there 
being nothing, but only of nothing being this or that, and that is a 
use of ‘nothing’ that presupposes there being something. Intelligi- 
ble contrasts are within ways of being — near or far, long or short, 
young or old. Existing and not existing fit into the scheme -— 
existing now, not existing then, and, more radically, there being a 
so and so and there being no so and so — but the contrast is still 
within how things are: at least one thing’s being a dragon, say, and 
the failure of every single thing to be a dragon. This is as far as it 
goes, there being something and there being nothing not being con- 
trasting poles with respect to the way things might be.”® 


Yet saying that there might have been nothing need not amount to 
claiming that there being nothing is a way things might be, or that 
there is something called ‘nothing’ which might be thought to be in 
some way. To say that there might have been nothing could, and as far 
as | am concerned does, amount to the suggestion that nothing in the 
universe is such that its nature guarantees its existence — this also 
being true of the universe as a whole. 

Of course, ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ is an 
unusual and radical question. But that is not a reason for dismissing 
it. The asking of unusual and radical questions often leads people to 
expand their intellectual horizons and to make serious intellectual 
progress. One might suggest that the question is intrinsically silly or 
ill-formed. But is it? Questions like ‘How thick is the Equator?’ or 
‘How much money does algebra earn?’ certainly make no sense. 
Another example of an intrinsically absurd question occurs in an 
amusing dialogue reported by Peter Geach: 


Two Rabbinical scholars were reading the Law. They had not got 
very far — in fact not beyond Genesis 1,1, which contains the word 
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‘eretz’ (‘earth’). The initial question of the dialogue which follows 
is like asking in English: Why should there be a letter G in the word 
‘earth’? — gimel being the corresponding letter in Hebrew. 

Why should there be a gimel in ‘eretz’? 

But there isn’t a gimel in ‘eretz’. 

Then why isn’t there a gimel in ‘eretz’? 

Why should there be a gimel in ‘eretz’? 

Well, that’s what I just asked you!’ 


Is the question ‘Why is there anything at all?’ intrinsically absurd, 
however? I do not see that it is. One might side with Bertrand Russell 
and assert that things are just there and that there is nothing more to be 
said. Yet (going by his writings in general) Russell would never have 
suggested that, for example, cats are just there. He would have asked 
how cats came to be and continue to be. So why should we not ask why 
there is anything at all’? Why should we not ask “Why is there something 
rather than nothing?’ It might be said that we have not familiarized our- 
selves with the answer to this question and that this is a reason for 
fighting shy of it. But not understanding what the answer to a question 
might be does not justify refusing to ask it and refusing to suppose that 
there must be an answer to it. The earliest scientists who puzzled over 
the world had not acquainted themselves with realities that we now 
casually refer to in giving what we take to be accurate scientific answers. 
They were venturing into the unknown. Yet we commend them for their 
efforts and are seriously indebted to them. They might have said that x, 
Y, or Z was ‘just there’. Fortunately, however, they did not. 


God and creation 


If ] am right in what I have just been saying, then we ought to suppose 
that the universe is caused to exist for as long as it exists, which is 
what those who believe in God have traditionally believed.” Or, to 
put it another way, people have traditionally used the word ‘God’ in 
order to talk about what produces the sheer existence of the 
universe, that which makes the world to be (at any time). And, of 
course, in doing so they have used the word ‘Creator’. God, they have 
said, is the Creator of all things. Hence, for example, we find Aquinas 
writing: ‘It is not enough to consider how some particular being 
issues from some particular cause, for we should also attend to the 
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issuing of the whole of being from the universal cause, which is God; 
it is this springing forth that we designate by the term “creation”.”” 
Similarly, the recently promulgated Catechism of the Catholic 
Church says: ‘God does not abandon his creatures to themselves. He 
not only gives them being and existence, but also, and at every 
moment, upholds and sustains them in being,” So I shall henceforth 
use the word ‘God’ to mean ‘whatever it is that makes things to be for 
as long as they are’. 

Yet what understanding of God should we take ourselves to have 
on that basis? Some have suggested that we pretty much know what 
God the Creator is. Indeed, so it is often said, he is somewhat like us. 
Hence, for example, Richard Swinburne (who believes that there is a 
God) tells us that God is something like a ‘person without a body (.e., 
a Spirit) who is eternal, free, able to do anything, knows everything, is 
perfectly good, is the proper object of human worship and obedience, 
the creator and sustainer of the universe’.”! Like many philosophers, 
especially since the time of René Descartes (1596-1650), Swinburne 
thinks that people (persons) are composed of two kinds of stuff — 
mental, incorporeal, indivisible stuff (mind) and physical, extended, 
divisible stuff (body). On this account, the real me is my mind (or 
soul), and so I, like all persons, am essentially incorporeal. I am 
causally connected to what is material, but Il am not myself a material 
thing. I am a spirit. And, so Swinburne thinks, this is what God is - a 
‘person without a body’. Of course, Swinburne (and those who agree 
with him) do not think that God is just like any human person you 
care to mention. They take him to be, for example, more long-lived 
than we are. They also take him to be uncaused, and more powerful 
and knowledgeable than we are. So they think of God as an extra- 
ordinary person. Yet they still presume that God belongs to the same 
class as people (or persons). He is, for them, one among many, and 
with this thought in mind they have said that we have a fairly good 
idea of what he actually is. We know what people are, they reason; so 
we have a fair understanding of what God is. Swinburne, indeed, 
suggests that we can actually tmagine what it is like to be God. God, 
says Swinburne, is not just a spirit; he is an omnipresent one, and we 
can understand what it is to be such a thing. Says Swinburne: 


Imagine yourself, for example, gradually ceasing to be affected by 
alcohol or drugs, your thinking being equally coherent however 
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men mess about with your brain. Imagine too that you cease to feel 
any pains, aches, thrills, although you remain aware of what is 
going on in what has been called your body. You gradually find 
yourself aware of what is going on in bodies other than your own 
and other material objects at any place in space... You also come 
to see things from any point of view which you choose, possibly 
simultaneously, possibly not. You remain able to talk and wave 
your hands about, but find yourself able to move directly anything 
which you choose, including the hands of other people ... You also 
find yourself able to utter words which can be heard anywhere, 
without moving material objects. However, although you find 
yourself gaining these strange powers, you remain otherwise the 
same — capable of thinking, reasoning, and wanting, hoping and 
fearing ... Surely anyone can thus conceive of himself becoming 
an omnipresent spirit.” 


Speaking for myself, I have to say that I cannot imagine what Swin- 
burne is here telling me that I can.” But that is neither here nor there 
for the moment. The point to grasp is that Swinburne thinks that an 
understanding of people takes us a long way towards an understand- 
ing of God, and the same can be said of many other writers. 

Yet why should we suppose that anything with which we are 
acquainted gives us an understanding of what God is? Biblical 
authors often speak as though God is very much like a human being. 
In the Old Testament, for example, he is depicted as having hands, 
eyes, ears, and a face.” He laughs, smells, and whistles.”” And he has 
emotions such as hatred, anger, joy, and regret.’° Yet we also find 
biblical passages stressing the difference between God and anything 
created. A classic one is in Isaiah: 


To whom then will you liken God, 
or what likeness compare with him? 


To whom then will you compare me, 

or who is my equal? Says the Holy One. 
Lift up your eyes on high and see: 

Who created these? (Isaiah 40:18, 25-26) 
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Here we have a text which seems strongly to say that God’s creatures 
provide no serious model at all for what God is. It seems to imply a 
sharp distinction between God and creatures. My view is that this is a 
distinction we need to respect, given that we take God to be the 
source of the being of everything other than himself, the Maker of all 
things visible and invisible (as the Nicene Creed puts it). For if that is 
what God is, then must he not be radically different from anything 
with which we are acquainted — so different that seriously using any 
creature as a model for God is simply absurd? In the next chapter I 
shall argue that the correct answer to this question is ‘Yes’, though | 
shall also suggest (not only in the next chapter but in subsequent 
ones) that we may truly speak of God while using terms (words) that 
we employ when talking of creatures. 
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on something like someone’s say-so (as in ‘Because he told me’, given as 
an answer to ‘How do you know that he lives in London?’). And that is 
obviously the case. So one might argue that knowledge is something that 
can be passed on simply by word of mouth. I have no special quarrel with 
that suggestion but would also draw attention to the fact that we can dis- 
tinguish between taking something on say-so and coming to see for 
oneself that what one is told is true, and why it is true (this, surely, being 
more worthy of being called ‘knowledge’ than a belief based on 
someone's say-so). Therefore, if the claim is that there is such a thing as 
knowledge that there is a Creator God, it seems reasonable to look for 
more than mere say-so when inspecting that claim’s intellectual creden- 
tials. 

One line of thinking on which I do not touch in this book, but have pre- 
viously defended, is often called ‘the Argument from Design’. I discuss 
this in ch. 4 of my An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (3rd 
edn, Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2004). Texts of Aquinas lying 
behind what I go on to say in the present chapter include: De Ente et 
Essentia, 4; Summa Contra Gentiles, 1.12, 22; Summa Contra Gentiles, 
1.15-21; Summa Theologiae, Ja.2.3.44-45; and In Aristolelis Librum 
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The occurrence in John of the thought that-p is, of course, not identical 
with the occurrence in Jane of the thought that~p. But the content of the 
thought is the same. When John and Jane think that-p, they both think the 
same thought. One might object to this suggestion on the ground that p 
here might be something like ‘I’m tired’, which can hardly express the 
same thought as uttered by both John and Jane. Here, however, I am not 
concerned with sentences including indexical terms (like ‘T’) — sentences 
which, arguably, do not express genuine propositions. I am taking a 
thought to be what can be expressed without reference to particular 
thinkers. Paradigm examples of thoughts in my sense would be ‘Green is 
a colour’, ‘Cats are mammals’, ‘Paris is a city containing many buildings’, 
‘Leibniz was a philosopher’, and so on. 

I take it that “Why is it snowing in New York?’ would be a sensible 
question to raise even if it is always snowing there. 
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Perhaps I should modify that last sentence. Maybe there are people who 
do not seek causally to account for contingent events. [It is hard to 
imagine them living a successful human life; it is also impossible to 
conceive of them being even slightly sympathetic to what we commonly 
call ‘scientific reasoning’; but perhaps they exist. We could not, however, 
regard them as reasonable. We might hesitate to call them unreasonable, 
since we might find them to be so alien from us as not to be rationally 
assessable in our terms; but we could not view them as reasonable. 
There are philosophers who have taken God to be a part of the universe. 
It should, I hope, be obvious that I am not doing so. For what I take to be 
a good defence by a recent philosopher of the position I am adopting in 
this chapter see H. D. Lewis, Philosophy of Religion (English Universities 
Press: London, 1965), ch. 14. 

See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, tr. C. K. 
Ogden (Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1922), 4.126ff. 

Notice, however, that Smokey’s parts are not independently existing 
objects. They are parts of him. What they are depends on what they are 
as parts of him. 

Medieval authors sometimes distinguish between entia per se and entia 
per accidens. For them, an ens per se is a naturally occurring unit (a sub- 
stance) while an ens per accidens is an artefact the parts of which pre- 
exist the whole of which they are parts. The distinction seems to me a fair 
one to make, but it does not affect what Iam currently arguing. 
Philosophers who have denied this include those (sometimes called 
Idealists) who have said that there really is no universe distinct from our 
(individual?) minds. You will have to pardon me for not here engaging 
with Idealism, something which seems to me to be discredited by the fact 
that we cannot make sense of it using the language in which we talk 
about what there is. It is, for example, part and parcel of the concept of 
dog that dogs are distinct from people (meaning that dogs are not just 
parts of people’s minds). Or again, the concept of conversation presup- 
poses the existence of distinct speakers. And so on. 
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of Canterbury (c. 1033-1109). See his Proslogion, ch. 2 and 3. An English 
translation of these texts can be found in Brian Davies and G. R. Evans 
(ed.), Anselm of Canterbury: The Major Works (Oxford University Press: 
Oxford and New York, 1998). 
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repr. in Anthony Kenny (ed.), Aquinas: A Collection of Critical Essays 
(University of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, Ind., 1976). 

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A599/B627. I quote from the 
translation by Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge University 
Press: Cambridge, 1997), p. 567. (Macmillan: London, 1964), pp. 502f. 
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See also C. J. F Williams, Being, Identity, and Truth (Clarendon Press: 
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van Inwagen, God, Knowledge, and Mystery (Cornell University Press: 
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If you think that evil renders God's existence impossible or unlikely, 
you must presumably take yourself to have a fairly good understand- 
ing of what God is. At any rate, those who have claimed that evil 
shows that God’s existence is impossible or unlikely normally do take 
themselves to have such an understanding. They sometimes tell us, 
for example, that God is an omnipotent, omniscient, good person 
whose existence is impossible or unlikely given the evil that exists. 
They do not, of course, mean that there is an omnipotent, omniscient, 
good person. They are indulging in what we might call ‘parasitic ref- 
erence’. They are talking about God while, so to speak, sceptically 
riding on the backs of those who speak of God as believers. They are 
picking up on what believers say without actually agreeing with them 
(just as I might tell you lots about Santa Claus without actually sup- 
posing that there is any such individual). Yet can we (whether as 
believers in him or not) have a fair understanding of what God is? The 
question may seem odd, since those who believe in God have plenty 
to say about him. They commonly tell us that he is, for example, 
omnipotent, omniscient and good. Even if God does exist, however, 
we should not presume that any of us understand what he ts. Indeed, 
so | now want to argue, there is a serious sense in which none of us 
can do any such thing - a sense which has a considerable bearing 
when it comes to the topic of God and evil. 


What is God? 


It is sometimes said that we should think of God as an explanation. 
Of what? Answers differ. Some hold that God explains the universe as 
accounting for its existence. Others say that, for example, God 
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explains why the world has the character it has, or why there are 
moral truths, or why what the Bible says is true. Yet it is surely hard 
to see why we should speak of God as being an explanation of 
anything. An explanation is always something which we understand 
better than what we invoke it to explain, and why should we think 
that we understand God better than anything with respect to which 
we invoke him as an explanation?’ Let us, for example, suppose that 
there is indeed something (let us call it God’) which accounts for the 
existence of the universe at any time. Is this thing something we 
understand better than the universe, or better than anything in it? Or 
again, suppose that something (call it ‘God’) imposes on things the 
natures they have, accounts for there being moral truths, or is 
somehow the ground of what we read in the Bible. Why should we 
suppose that such a thing is something we understand better than the 
natures of things around us, the moral truths we subscribe to (sup- 
posing we take ourselves to subscribe to moral truths), or whatever 
we find ourselves reading in the Bible? 

Following authors like Richard Swinburne, we might reply to these 
questions by saying that we have an understanding of God which is at 
least comparable to that which we have of ourselves. We might say 
that we know what we are, that God, like each of us, is a person, and 
that we therefore have an understanding of God, one which allows us 
to think of him as an explanation of something or other. But why 
(whether as a theist or a non-theist) should one suppose that God is 
a person? 

The formula ‘God is a person’ is (given the history of theistic 
thinking and writing) a relatively recent one. I believe that its first 
occurrence in English comes in the report of a trial of someone called 
John Biddle (b. 1615), who in 1644 was brought before the magis- 
trates of Gloucester, England, on a charge of heresy. His ‘heresy’ was 
claiming that God is a person. Biddle was explicitly defending 
Unitarian beliefs about God, already in evidence among Socinians 
outside England.” 

In other words, Biddle’s ‘God is a person’ was intended as a rejec- 
tion of the orthodox Christian claim that God is three persons in one 
substance (the doctrine of the Trinity). One can hardly take it to be a 
traditional Christian answer to the question ‘What is God?’ According 
to the doctrine of the Trinity, God is certainly not three persons in one 
person. And when orthodox exponents of the doctrine speak of 


59 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


Father, Son, and Spirit as ‘persons’, they certainly do not take ‘person’ 
to mean what it seems to mean for Swinburne and those who agree 
with him. They do not, for example, think of the persons of the Trinity 
as distinct centres of consciousness, or as three members of a kind. 
The teaching as given in English that God is three persons derives 
from Latin authors who, employing the term persona, said that God is 
three personae. The use of persona in Trinitarian discussions has a 
complicated history, but it seems clear that the Latin persona as 
employed in such discussions was intended to be equivalent in 
meaning to some (and I stress some) Greek usages of the terms 
prosopon (mpoownov) and hypostasis (vxnootactis) — neither of 
which terms, as understood in the context of Trinitarian thinking, can 
be taken to suggest that God is three persons in the sense, say, that 
three people are persons. Drawing on biblical passages, they were 
employed to preserve the thought that, though God is one and undi- 
vided, there has to be distinction within him (even if we cannot under- 
stand how), since the Father is not the Son and since the Holy Spirit 
is neither the Father nor the Son.” 

Suppose, however, that someone should insist that God must be a 
person and, therefore, something whose nature we can pretty well 
grasp even if we do not fathom its depths. What are we supposed to 
mean by ‘person’ here? As I noted in the previous chapter, Richard 
Swinburne takes ‘God is a person’ to mean that God is something like 
what Descartes thought himself essentially to be — an incorporeal 
thinking thing. “What then am I?’, asks Descartes. He replies: ‘A thing 
that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, affirms, 
denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory 
perceptions.” Now I do not claim that Swinburne really takes God to 
doubt, to imagine, or to have sensory perceptions (though his 
language seems to me often to pull in this direction), but he certainly 
appears to think that God is somewhat as Descartes takes himself to 
be in so far as he thinks of himself as essentially incorporeal. For 
Swinburne, God is a non-material conscious mind, existing over 
time, having beliefs, and willing some things but not others. Swin- 
burne’s God acquires beliefs and has a life history. So we may take 
Swinburne to have an answer to the question “What does it mean to 
call God a person?’, an answer which we also find in the work of 
other writers. Yet why should we suppose that God really is a person 
in this sense? 
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Some philosophers would say that we should not since, so they 
would argue, there are no such persons. Those who construe ‘God is 
a person’ along Swinburme’s lines begin with (or have arrived at) a 
view about people which takes them to be incorporeal individuals 
(albeit ones somehow attached to what is bodily). Or they assume 
that it at least makes sense to think of people along the lines pre- 
sented by Descartes.’ As students of philosophy know well, however, 
many philosophers have rejected the view of people which sees them 
as essentially incorporeal. Cartesian accounts of human beings have 
met with strong philosophical resistance from writers like Gilbert 
Ryle (1900-1976), Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), and mind-brain 
identity theorists such as J. J. C. Smart and David Armstrong.® None 
of these authors would take you or me to be essentially incorporeal 
objects, and some of them would say that it is conceptually confused 
to do so. Are they right? I would say that they are, since I take people 
to be essentially bodily. In my view, we cannot think of what it is for 
there to be people (individuals like you and me) without supposing 
that they, even if not reducible to what is wholly physical, are never 
less than bodily individuals whose life stories cannot be made sense 
of if conceived as taking place in a wholly immaterial realm. Yet 
suppose that | am completely wrong about this. Suppose that all the 
truth as to what people are lies with authors like Descartes, Swin- 
burne, and others who get to ‘God is a person’ in the light of the 
thought that human persons are essentially incorporeal. It still does 
not follow that we (whether theists or atheists) should be happy with 
the formula ‘God is a person’, 

For let us, for the sake of argument, take ‘God is a person’ to mean 
something like this: “God is an immaterial, conscious individual, with 
thoughts, beliefs, memories, and, perhaps, hopes. He undergoes 
various mental changes. He can will and act, and, indeed, he does so.’ 
Why should we take such an individual to be God? Why should we 
think of God as an individual like this? If we do so, then, so it seems 
to me, we are Supposing that God is nothing but an inhabitant of the 
universe (albeit an invisible inhabitant), one of a kind of which there 
are many members, something the existence of which we might ask 
‘How come?’ just as much as we might ask how it comes to be that 
there are dogs or cats. In my view, whatever you take people (the 
‘persons’ we know best) to be, it still remains that they are parts of 
what, if the argument of the previous chapter has any merit, is a 
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created world. And, considered as such, they should certainly not be 
thought of as providing an answer to the question ‘What is God?’ One 
might, of course, say that the person God is differs significantly from 
the persons that people are. One might say, for example, that he is 
more powerful or more knowledgeable than other persons. Yet it 
would still remain the case that this extraordinary person would be 
nothing more than that — an extraordinary person, one of a kind, 
hardly the Creator of the Universe, hardly that which accounts for 
there being any world at all, for there being something rather than 
nothing.’ 


What God is not 


So suppose we start our reflection on what God’s nature is by asking 
not ‘What is God?’ but ‘What is God not?’ Might turning to that 
question help when it comes to understanding what God is? You 
might reply, ‘No, since one can hardly come to understand what 
something is by noting what it is not’. And that would be a response 
with some merit. After all, knowing that what I have in my bedroom 
is not a giraffe or a mouse or a replica of the Eiffel Tower is not to 
know what I have in my bedroom. Yet knowing what something is not 
may well help us towards some understanding of it (if only the kind 
of understanding which consists in not making mistakes about it). 
And, so I now suggest, we would do well to consider what God is not, 
or, indeed, cannot be, given that he is, indeed, the Creator of all 
things.® 


(a) Is God a body? 

We can agree at the outset, and perhaps uncontroversially, that God 
cannot be something bodily. For if God were that, he would be part of 
the physical universe, not its Creator. You might, of course, say that 
like can produce like. Thus, cats produce cats, and dogs produce 
dogs. So why cannot a material God be that which accounts for a 
material universe? This question, however, misses the force of what, 
in the previous chapter, I took to be a reason to believe that there is a 
God at all. On my account, anything material is part of what I call ‘the 
universe’ or ‘the world’. And of any such thing we can, I think, ask 
‘What accounts for its existence (at any time)?’ Any particular 
material object is always something of which there could, in 
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principle, be more than one. We might be able to imagine circum- 
stances which would result in there being, say, only one living cat.” 
But this last surviving cat would still be something the nature of 
which can be distinguished from its existence, as would any material 
thing of which there could in principle be more than one. [t would be 
something with respect to which we could ask ‘How come this thing, 
rather than nothing?’ It would be part of a created world. It would 
also, of course, be something changeable and potentially divisible, 
which could hardly be the case with whatever accounts for there 
being any universe at all (though more on that below). 


(b) Nature and individuality 

More controversially, we should, | think, go on to agree that God 
cannot be something the individuality of which we can distinguish 
from its nature. This, indeed, is a tricky thesis, but let me try to tease 
it out a little. 

You and I are human beings, and, considered as such, we can be 
thought of as having natures (i.e. as being things of a certain kind). 
This, of course, is not to say that anyone at present knows what a 
human being is exactly. People are objects of ongoing scientific inves- 
tigation, not to mention philosophical study. Yet we can single out 
human beings as distinguishable objects to investigate, as, for 
example, biologists and medical experts in general do. And (ignorant 
though we might be about human beings) we can specify ways in 
which they resemble each other and ways in which they differ from 
other things. In this sense, we can speak of them as having a distinct 
nature. This nature, however (and regardless of how our knowledge 
of it might increase over time), is hardly something to be identified 
with any human being who has it. ‘Mary is human’ can hardly be 
thought to mean that Mary is human nature. Mary, of course, cannot 
be a human being without having a human nature (without being 
human). But Mary’s being human is not for her to be human nature. 
For Mary might die while other people (other human beings) 
continue to live. Her demise does not entail the vanishing of every- 
thing that is human.”® 

I take this to mean that Mary and human nature are not one and the 
same thing (you will, of course, realize that I am not taking human 
nature to be an identifiable thing, like Mary). Mary is an individual of 
a kind, and she has a nature precisely as such. But can we think of 
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God as being like Mary in this respect? It seems to me that we cannot, 
and basically for the reason given by Aquinas. He writes: 


Things composed of matter and form cannot be the same as their 
natures or essences. For essence or nature in these things includes 
only what falls within the definition of a species — as humanity 
includes what falls within the definition of human being, for this 
makes us to be human and is what humanity signifies [i.e. what 
makes human beings to be human beings]. But we do not define the 
species of anything by the matter and properties peculiar to it as an 
individual. We do not, for example, define human beings as things 
that have this flesh and these bones, or are white, or black, or the 
like. This flesh and these bones, and the properties peculiar to 
them, belong indeed to this human being, but not to its nature. Indi- 
vidual human beings therefore possess something that human 
nature does not, and particular human beings and their nature are 
not, therefore, altogether the same thing. ‘Human nature’ names the 
formative element in human beings; for what gives a thing definition 
is formative with respect to the matter that gives it individuality.” 


Aquinas is here talking about material objects, like Mary, which can 
be thought of as having natures of various kinds. And he is saying that 
we need to distinguish between these objects and their natures — that, 
for example, to explain what human nature amounts to is not to make 
reference to what some actual human being is when it comes to his or 
her precise physical make-up. In this sense, thinks Aquinas, when it 
comes to material things in the universe, we can distinguish between 
what they are and the individuals that they are (in Mary’s case, so I 
think we might put it, between what she is and who she is). And 
Aquinas seems to me right here. It follows from this conclusion, 
however, that where what is in question is not material, not part of the 
physical world, we have no basis for distinguishing between individ- 
uality and nature. Or, as Aquinas says: ‘The individuality of things not 
composed of matter and form cannot derive from this or that individ- 
ual matter. So, the forms of such things must be intrinsically individ- 
ual and themselves subsist as things. Such things are therefore 
identical with their natures.’” 

Here, of course, one might ask ‘How can an individual be identical 
with its nature?’, or ‘What would it be for something to be identical 
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with its nature?’ My answer to these questions is ‘] do not know’. | can 
make sense of the suggestion that individuals in the material universe 
are not identical with their natures, for, as I have said, I think that we 
may, for example, understand and accept the claim that Mary is not 
humanity. But I have no idea what it would be to be something not 
like Mary in this respect. Yet neither, I think, does Aquinas. The 
passages from him which I have just quoted are evidently not 
designed to convey the impression that we can understand what it is 
to be something not distinguishable from its nature. They are only 
intended to indicate why we cannot take God to be something distin- 
guishable from his (divine) nature. They are suggesting that, 
whatever else we want to say about God, we should not be supposing 
that God is something distinguishable from his nature. They are 
examples of negative theology — attempts to indicate what God 
cannot be. As far as I can see, however, they are successful examples. 
They give us reason to suppose that, without claiming to understand 
what God is, we would be wrong to think of God as one of a kind, as 
something like Mary. And, to anticipate what I shall be arguing later, 
this conclusion is of really serious import when it comes to discus- 
sions of God and evil. Confronted by evil, people (whether friends or 
foes of God) frequently work on the assumption that God belongs to 
some kind (like Mary) and is to be evaluated accordingly. If, however, 
we can agree that, when it comes to God, we cannot sensibly distin- 
guish between individuality and nature (between what God is and 
who God is), that assumption becomes highly questionable. 


(c) Essence and existence 

That assumption also becomes questionable if we take what is, I 
think, a further step we need to allow ourselves when seeking to say 
what God cannot be. Here I am referring to Aquinas’s famous claim 
that there is no distinction (no compositio) in God when it comes to 
essence and existence." In making this claim Aquinas is saying that 
we cannot think of God as something the existence of which is 
derived from anything; he is asserting that existence belongs to God 
by nature. And that, surely, is what has to be said on the assumption 
that. God is what I have so far taken him to be. If existence is not 
God's by nature, then, presumably, it derives from something other 
than God. Yet if God makes the difference between there being some- 
thing rather than nothing, the existence of God cannot derive from 
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something other than God. Nor can it causally derive from God, for 
that would mean that God, so to speak, causally precedes himself 
(exists before he exists and brings it about that he exists), which is 
not a possible scenario (for it is, surely, self-evidently true that some- 
thing which does not exist cannot cause itself to exist). 

One might make this point by saying that God is a necessary being, 
but I prefer not to do so. Philosophers disagree a lot when it comes to 
what necessity amounts to, and what I am arguing now can be 
expressed without reference to these disagreements. I am simply 
saying that we cannot think of God as created, that we cannot think 
of him as owing that he is, and, by implication, what he is, to anything 
other than himself (this is not to be taken as suggesting that God 
causally owes that he is and what he is to himself). Philosophers who 
insist that ‘___ exist(s)’ cannot intelligibly be predicated of anything 
might reply to my thesis by suggesting that it is false because it seems 
to be saying that there is something called ‘existence’ with which God 
can be somehow identified.“ I am not, however, saying this. I am 
merely claiming that for God to be is for God to be uncaused. The 
claim is a negative one. It holds that whatever God is, he, unlike the 
universe and everything in it, cannot be something the existence of 
which is derived. Or, as Aquinas says, God’s essence includes existing. 

Sometimes Aquinas makes this point by saying that God's essence 
is to exist, or that God is ipsum esse subsistens (subsistent being 
itself), and there are philosophers who have challenged that way of 
talking. Take, for example, Anthony Kenny. According to him, to say 
that God is ipsum esse subsistens is (ludicrously) to suppose that the 
answer to the question ‘What is God?’ is ‘There is one’.’” Here Kenny 
is echoing an argument against Aquinas offered by Peter Geach,’° one 
prompted by a passage in Aquinas's De Ente et Essentia, 4. In Kenny’s 
translation, the passage reads: 


Every essence or quiddity can be conceived without anything being 
understood with respect to its esse; for I can understand what a 
human being is, or what a phoenix is, and yet be ignorant whether 
they have esse in the nature of things. Hence it is clear that esse is 
different from essence or quiddity, unless there is something 
whose quiddity is its esse.’’ 
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As Kenny interprets Aquinas, this text correctly maintains that 
knowing what a common noun means does not amount to knowing 
that there is anything in reality corresponding to it. But, Kenny con- 
tinues, Aquinas goes on to speak of something (God) the whatness of 
which is its existence (esse). And this way of talking is, says Kenny, 
absurd, implying as it does that the answer to the question ‘What is 
God?’ is ‘There is one’. 

Yet this is not at all Aquinas’s position. Nor is it mine. In the De 
Ente et Essentia passage to which Kenny takes exception, Aquinas is 
only saying that understanding what existing things in the world are 
(this being an understanding of natures shared by different things) is 
not to understand that any particular thing having a particular nature 
exists (that, for example, we can understand what cats are without 
knowing that there is any such animal as my cat Smokey), It is, of 
course, absurd to suggest that the answer to the question ‘What is 
God?’ is ‘There is one’. But [see no reason to suppose that Aquinas is 
making that suggestion, and I certainly am not doing so. Kenny main- 
tains that when Aquinas identifies God’s essence with existence 
(esse) he has in mind a sense of ‘exists’ which can be referred to as 
‘specific existence’. By ‘specific existence’ Kenny means ‘what the 
existential quantifier expresses’ — the sense of ‘exists’ captured by 
sentences of the form ‘There is at least one x such that x is F’ or 
‘Something is F”. This is Frege's notion of existence as a second-level 
predicate — a predicate of concepts, not objects or individuals.’* For 
Kenny, one ascribes ‘specific existence’ to, say, dogs by asserting 
(dx)(x is a dog), not by asserting that ‘__ exists’ is truly predicable 
of any dog. And yet, Kenny argues, Aquinas, in De Ente et Essentia, 
is (unbelievably) asking us to accept that ' exists’ actually tells us 
what God is. In fact, however, Aquinas is doing no such thing, and 
neither am I. If Aquinas’s claim concerning things whose essence can 
be understood without it being understood that these things cannot 
but exist means what I have suggested it does, his corresponding 
claim (and mine) concerming God only means that. God is not some- 
thing which can intelligibly be thought of as possibly not. existing. It 
means that, though my actual existence (there being Brian Davies) is 
not entailed by a true account. of my nature, the same is not the case 
when it comes to God ~ that in God’s case, and in Gad’s case alone, to 
be what God is includes being not possibly non-actual.’” If that is so, 
however, then De Ente et Essentia’s teaching that God's essence is 





67 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


esse is reasonably construed as a piece of negative theology, as part 
of an account of ways in which God does not exist.”’ 

My suggestion, therefore, is that, considered as a piece of negative 
theology, the teaching that God's essence is esse ought to be taken to 
be true. It is not (at least as [ understand it) asking us to believe too 
much. Its thesis is remarkably modest. Cast in the terms in which I am 
recommending it, and to repeat what I have already said, it merely 
states that the Maker of all things, the reason why there is any 
universe at all, the reason why there is something rather than nothing, 
cannot be something caused to exist, cannot be something to which 
existence does not belong by nature (i.e. it merely states that to be 
God is to be something that cannot but exist). 


(da) God, change, life, and action 

To this claim one may, I think, add a further one — that God cannot be 
something capable of undergoing real change. In much recent litera- 
ture the assumption has been that God is indeed something under- 
going change.”' Yet it is hard to see how that can be so, given that God 
accounts for the existence of everything other than himself, and does 
so for as long as anything other than him exists. For if God indeed 
does that, then he is the source of all coming to be (and thus of all 
change in things) and, therefore, cannot himself be something that 
comes to be (changes) in any way. 

It is, of course, obviously true that change can be ascribed to God 
in one sense. Let us distinguish between ‘real change’ and what Peter 
Geach has called ‘merely Cambridge change’.” By ‘real change’ I 
mean ‘actual modification of a subject’. Hence, for example, I undergo 
real change when I become sick, or gain weight, or learn something, 
or spit, or leave a room.” By ‘merely Cambridge change’ I mean (fol- 
lowing Geach) ‘change that can be ascribed to something without it 
being implied that the thing in question has undergone any real 
change’. Suppose that you fall in love with me. It could then truly be 
said, ‘Davies has come to be loved by someone’. But that statement 
does not entail that I have undergone any real change. Suppose that a 
daughter of mine bears a child. It could then truly be said, ‘Davies has 
become a grandfather’. But that statement, too, does not entail that I 
have undergone any real change. I might, of course, be deeply moved 
when learning of my grandchild’s birth. But ‘becoming a grandfather’ 
does not, by itself, signify any modification in the one who becomes a 
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grandparent. Like “____— has come to be loved by X’, it signifies a 
merely Cambridge change, change of a kind that can certainly be 
ascribed to God. Let us suppose that Fred comes to believe that the 
one, true God exists (assuming that there is such a thing as the one, 
true God). Then we could truly say that the one, true God has come 
to be believed in by Fred. Or again, let us suppose that something in 
the world comes to exist. In that case (and given that whatever exists 
in the world derives its existence from God) we can say ‘God has 
come to be the Maker of this thing’. And so on for any number of 
examples. Merely Cambridge changes can, of course, be ascribed to 
God. 

But not, I think, real changes. For when something undergoes a 
real change it comes to exist (comes to be) in a way in which it was 
previously not. I come to be fat from having previously been thin. I 
come to be sick from having been well. I come to be mobile from 
having being stationary. And so on. Yet, as I have argued, the being of 
all things other than God derives from him. So how can God himself 
come to be what he was previously not? You might say that there is 
no reason to think that God cannot undergo real change while also 
accounting for the existence of everything other than himself, this 
including things which undergo real change. But that reply would not 
really be engaging with the idea that God is what accounts for there 
being something rather than nothing. It would be shding over the 
claim that God, whose essence is to be, makes creatures to be for as 
long as they exist. For, if God does that, then he accounts for all real 
change and cannot, therefore, be subject to it. 

We might, of course, think that we can imagine or somehow 
conceive of God being first like this and then like that (as we can 
imagine or conceive of me as being first fat and then thin, or as being 
first ignorant and then learned). But to fantasize in such a way would 
be to suppose that God is just another creature, not the uncaused 
source of the being that creatures have in their different ways. If God, 
indeed, accounts for the sheer existence of what is not God, then he 
must account for the various (and varying) ways in which that which 
is not God exists. I take this to mean that. God must account for there 
being all things which undergo real changes, from which I conclude 
that God cannot be something undergoing (or able to undergo) real 
change (for if he were that, then he would just not be the cause of 
things undergoing or able to undergo real change). Aquinas at one 
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point speaks of God as ‘existing outside the realm of existents, as a 
cause from which pours forth everything that exists in all its variant 
forms’.“ Aquinas here is not, of course, baldly suggesting that God 
does not exist. He is saying, as I have been trying to say, that we 
should think of God, not as something in the universe, but as account- 
ing for there being any universe at all. If God does that, however, then 
he must surely account for variety in the universe, and real change is 
part of what we have in mind when we talk about there being variety 
in the universe. Anything undergoing real change cannot, therefore, 
be divine. You might say that we have no reason to suppose that only 
God's creatures can really change. But, of course, we do have such a 
reason. To change is to be first like this and then like that. It is to be 
actually thus and so while being potentially (able to be) thus and so. 
To become actually thus and so from being potentially thus and so is 
to have achieved a new way of being. Yet, so I have argued, the exis- 
tence of creatures, and all the ways in which they come to be, derive 
from God, from which it seems to follow that God is not only change- 
less but unchangeable. If the existence of things that change is 
derived, it cannot come from what is changeable as they are since, as 
changeable, they are essentially different from what brings them 
about. 

It has been objected that if that is so, then God has to be conceived 
of as static or inert and, therefore, not what those who believe in God 
have traditionally taken him to be. But to say that God undergoes no 
real change is not to imply that God is static or inert. It is only to say 
that God undergoes no real change (it is to say what God is not, not 
what God is). One might respond to this comment by saying that 
something has to be static or inert if it cannot undergo any real 
change, and that response might be thought acceptable if it is things 
in the universe of which we are talking. We might, for example, think 
of Mount Everest as undergoing no real changes (though, in fact, it 
undergoes such changes on a daily basis), and we might, therefore, 
think of it as static or inert (one does, after all, tend to think of moun- 
tains as pretty static or inert). To speak of God as undergoing no real 
change, however, need not at all be thought of as carrying connot- 
ations to do with ‘the static’ or ‘the inert’ (notions of which we can 
surely only make sense, though maybe not a lot, when thinking of 
what is within the world). If what I am now arguing is correct, then 
God, who is unchangeable, creatively accounts for the world in all its 
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variety. And, if I am right in what I am saying, it would be wrong to 
object that God is, therefore, static or inert. 

We might think of something like a table as being static or inert. We 
might also think the same of a rock, or a bottle, or a glass, or a 
computer. Yet why might we do so? An obvious answer is ‘Because 
we do not think of them as alive’. Something to which life can be 
ascribed, however, can hardly be thought of as static or inert. Yet 
might we not think of God as living? If nothing unchangeable can be 
thought of as alive, then perhaps not. But why should we suppose 
that being alive (and therefore, so you might think, not being static or 
inert) entails being changeable? Might we not allow for the thought 
that something unchangeable could yet be something to which life 
can be ascribed? Not, perhaps, if we focus on things like rocks, 
bottles, glasses, or computers. Yet, of course, all of these things, as 
well as not being alive, are not intrinsically unchangeable. So perhaps 
we should ask what distinguishes living things from non-living things. 

According to Aquinas, ‘life belongs to things that have movement and 
operation through themselves, without being moved by other things’. 
This seems to me to be correct. One might say that ‘living’ does not 
always signify exactly the same thing — that, for example, to be alive as 
a tulip is not quite the same as being alive as a dog, and that being alive 
as a dog differs from being alive as a human being. Yet all living things 
have it in common that they move or operate as self-movers (automo- 
biles) and not as things that are pushed around by other things acting 
on them to cause them to move or operate as they do. A rock needs 
someone to throw it. A dog, on the other hand, runs around of its own 
accord. It is a natural unit whose movement and activities are explica- 
ble in terms of itself — in terms, for example, of its appetites, its legs, its 
heart, and so on. I am not here suggesting that living things in the world 
are wholly and entirely unmoved by what is not them. It should be clear 
from what I have previously said that I take everything in the universe 
to have careers or histories which derive from God as the source of the 
existence of everything other than himself. We can, however, distin- 
guish between what in the world moves and operates of itself and what 
in the world functions as an instrument of something else in the world. 
This distinction, I am suggesting, marks (for us) the primary difference 
between what is living and what is not living. 

Can we invoke it with respect to God? Surely we can. For if God 
accounts for the being of the universe, he brings it about as an 
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agent-cause. This must mean that action or activity can be attributed 
to him. Are we to think of this action or activity as deriving from 
something other than him - as, say, the movement of an arrow 
through the air derives from the behaviour of an archer? Clearly not. 
Considered as the source of the existence of everything other than 
himself, God cannot be passive to the operation or operations of 
anything distinct from himself. So he acts of himself, which is a 
reason for attributing life to him.“ Yet if we can attribute life to God, 
we have reason for denying that he is static or inert even if we also 
have reason to suppose that he is not something capable of under- 
going real change. 

Or is that really so? For does not something have really to change 
in order to act? After all, to speak of a thing as acting is normally to 
speak of something as going through some kind of process (implying 
real change). Consider “The British Prime Minister acted quickly to 
avoid the threat of a General Election’. We would normally assume 
that this is true because, for example, the British Prime Minister 
swiftly wrote certain letters, signed certain documents, phoned up his 
cabinet and spoke to it, fed certain lines to the media, and so on. We 
would normally assume that ‘John took a shower’ is true because 
John walked into a shower unit, and soaped himself, and so on. We 
would normally assume that ‘Mary murdered her husband’ is true 
because Mary, for example, picked up a gun and pulled its trigger, and 
so on. In other words, we take ascription of action to individuals as 
normally to imply that they went through some process or other and 
therefore underwent real changes. 

Yet when ‘X has acted’ means that X has brought about a result of 
some kind (if it ascribes agent-causality to X) it makes sense to deny 
that action necessarily involves change in the one who acts. For we 
need not think of action as a matter of what is going on (what changes 
occur) in the agent to whom the action is ascribed. Take, for example, 
the activity we call ‘teaching’. How do people manage to teach each 
other? It seems natural to say that they do it by uttering words, or by 
writing on blackboards, and so on (and therefore by undergoing 
various real changes). For that is how teaching is effected by people. 
But teaching cannot be defined as going through certain motions. | 
can utter true statements until I am blue in the face. I can fill a 
thousand blackboards with letters and diagrams. But none of these 
processes will count as teaching unless somebody actually learns 
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something. For this reason it seems necessary to say that, when inter- 
ested in whether or not | have taught somebody, we are interested, 
not in changes occurring in me, but in changes occurring in 
somebody else. | cannot (as a matter of fact) teach you except by 
undergoing changes of some kind. But my undergoing these changes 
does not constitute my teaching you. Unless you actually learn some- 
thing, they are simply fruitless bits of behaviour on my part. Teaching 
occurs as learning occurs, when someone changes from a state of 
ignorance to a state of knowledge. The activity we call teaching is 
not, in fact, definable in terms of changes in teachers, and the same is 
true of any activity where we have something achieving an effect in 
or on something else. [t is true of any activity where there is an agent 
and something passive to it, something in or on which the agent is 
operative. 

One may feel like saying that for an agent-cause to act is always for 
it to go through a process of change. Yet it is not obvious that what 
has an effect as an agent-cause must itself be something going 
through a process of change, and it is not the process of change 
through which an agent-cause goes that interests us when we are 
ascribing effects to it. What interests us is (a) what is being brought 
about (what is being caused) and (b) what it is that this derives from. 

Here we can return to the example of teaching. To say that 
someone has taught someone something is not to describe or draw 
attention to changes in someone called a teacher. It is to register the 
fact that someone learned something, and it is to identify someone as 
that which helped in the process of learning. One might say that 
learning cannot be derived from anything which is not, or which has 
not been, in process of change. But to say that would be to miss the 
point [ am currently making. Learning as effected by a teacher only 
occurs as learning comes to be. So teaching depends on and is con- 
stituted not by what the teacher undergoes but on what the learner 
undergoes. We have no reason, in advance of arguments to the 
contrary, for supposing that learning can only be derived from some- 
thing in process of change. And the same goes for anything we are 
pleased to call an effect of an agent-cause. AS we may put it, the 
action of an agent lies in the patient. 

Or in the language of Aquinas: ‘Action and passion are not two 
changes but one and the same change, called “action” insofar as it is 
caused by an agent, and “passion” insofar as it takes place in a 
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patient.’ My pulling the curtains might involve all sorts of changes in 
me. But I pull the curtains only as the curtains go through changes 
caused by me, and that is what is essential to there being curtains 
whose changing position is ascribable to me. When footballers score 
goals, their limbs will have moved. But goals get scored by footballers 
only as balls go into nets because of footballers. When teachers teach 
pupils, they will normally have moved their mouths, their legs, or 
their hands. But they teach only as people learn by virtue of them. 
Once again: the action of an agent lies in the patient, from which I 
infer that we have no business concluding that agent-causation 
always has to involve real changes in agent-causes. I am not for a 
moment denying that agent-causation (when it comes to agent-causes 
within the universe) occurs as agent-causes themselves undergo real 
change. [ am, however, suggesting that agent-causation does not have 
to involve changes in an agent-cause. So I see no reason to think that 
God, considered as unchanging, cannot be thought of as acting or as 
living. Considered as an agent-cause, however, God needs to be 
sharply distinguished from created agent-causes, which leads me to 
note something else that God, the Creator, cannot be — something 
which, as we shall later see, has a very special bearing on the topic of 
God and evil. The thought I have in mind here is that God cannot be 
something capable of intervening in what is created by him. 


(e) God and intervention 

One might immediately be inclined to object that this thought has to 
be mistaken because it actually contradicts what theists have tradi- 
tionally said about God, or because it contradicts what others have 
understood them traditionally to have said. And, up to a point, I sym- 
pathize with this response. The expression ‘divine intervention’ is, 
after all, a pretty familiar one. It is especially invoked when it comes 
to the notion of miracles. Those who believe in God commonly say 
that God can perform or has performed miracles. But are not miracles 
instances of divine intervention? Many, for sure, have thought that 
they are. Or, if they have not explicitly said that they are, they have 
used language implying that they are, or that they would be if they 
occurred. Hume (no believer in miracles) famously does so when 
asserting that a miracle ‘may be accurately defined, a transgression 
of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the 
interposition of some invisible agent’. We find similar definitions in 
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the works of other writers. Take, for example, Richard Swinburne 
and John Mackie. According to Swinburne, a miracle is ‘a violation of 
a law of nature by a god’.” According to Mackie, a miracle is ‘a viola- 
tion of a law of nature’ brought about by ‘divine or supernatural inter- 
vention’. “The laws of nature’, Mackie adds, ‘describe the ways in 
which the world — including, of course, human beings — works when 
left to itself, when not interfered with. A miracle occurs when the 
world is not left to itself, when something distinct from the natural 
order as a whole intrudes into it.” 

Yet the thought of God intervening in the created order (or intrud- 
ing into it) is an exceedingly odd one. It would not be so if we took 
God to be an agent akin to a human being (albeit an invisible agent) 
living alongside the world and observing it from outside. Such an 
agent might well be thought of as able to intervene, just as I can be 
thought of as able to intervene in a brawl.”! Yet God, so I have been 
arguing, is not such an agent. J take God to be the cause of the exis- 
tence of everything other than himself, and it seems hard to see how 
God, so understood, can be thought of as literally able to intervene in 
or to interfere with what he brings about. For something can only 
intervene by entering into a situation from which it is first of all 
absent, while God, as I am conceiving of him, cannot be thought to be 
absent from anything he creates. If God makes the universe to be (at 
any time), then God is creatively present to everything at all times — 
as making it to be and to be as it is. From this it seems to follow that 
God cannot intervene in the world. He is, as creative cause, already 
in everything at the outset. As Alvin Plantinga puts it, commenting on 
Mackie’s definition of ‘miracle’, ‘on the theistic conception the world 
is never “left to itself” but is always (at the least) conserved in being 
by God’. Talk about God as intervening has to presuppose that there 
is commonly a serious absence of God from created things. Yet if God 
is (in my sense) indeed the Creator of all things, then he is never 
absent from any of them (a point to which I shall later return). 

You might think that if that is the case then theists should stop 
believing in miracles (or stop believing that miracles are at least 
possible). But this conclusion does not follow at all — unless one 
builds the notions of intervention, interference, or intrusion into the 
concept of miracle. Yet why should one do that? At any rate, I find it 
significant that as ‘traditional’ a ‘theist’ as one could Jook for (again | 
am referring to Aquinas) manages to talk about miracles without 
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once suggesting that they amount to interventions or acts of interfer- 
ence on God's part. 

Thinkers like Hume, Swinburne and Mackie evidently seem to 
suppose that a miracle occurs only if something extraneous (i.e. God) 
moves into a given way in which something, or several things, are in 
the world. For Aquinas, however, miracles only occur when some- 
thing in the worid fails to be acting in some way, or is just not there at 
all. In his view, a miracle is an event which cannot be produced by the 
powers of anything created. So he takes miracles not to be explicable 
in natural terms. What, therefore, brings them about (if they come 
about at all)? Aquinas's answer is ‘God’, but not ‘God as intervening or 
interfering’. His point is that a miracle is an event which has nothing 
but God as its cause. In a rather famous passage he writes: 


God is in everything; not indeed as part of their essence, or as an 
accident, but as an efficient cause is present to that in which its 
action is taking place. For every efficient cause must be connected 
with that upon which it acts and must touch it by its power... 
Now, since it is God's essence to exist, created existence must be 
his proper effect, as burning is fire’s proper effect. But God causes 
this effect in things not just when they begin to exist but all the 
time they are maintained in existence, just as the sun is lighting up 
the atmosphere all the time the atmosphere remains lit. During the 
whole period of a thing's existence, therefore, God must be present 
to it, and present in a way that accords with the way in which the 
thing possesses its existence. Now existing is more intimately and 
profoundly interior to things than anything else .. . So, God must 
be, and be intimately, in everything.” 


With thinking such as this in mind, Aquinas concludes that miracles 
are not cases of an absence of God followed by a presence of him. 
With this thinking in mind, he effectively denies that miracles are 
cases of divine intervention. One can hardly suppose that for God to 
create at all is for God to intervene. By the same token, so Aquinas 
thinks, one cannot suppose that miracles are instances of divine inter- 
vention. They are no more and no less created than anything else 
produced by God. 

This line of thinking makes sense to me, so I commend it to you. 
We should definitely be suspicious of the notion of God stepping in to 
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tinker with (to act as an outsider on) what is created. Or, as we might 
put it, God makes no difference to anything. ] make a difference to 
things. I made a difference to Smokey when I fed him this morning. I 
also made a difference to my dishes when I washed them this 
evening. But ‘making a difference’ here means acting on something 
which does not depend on me for its entire being (as long as it exists). 
In this sense, I suggest, God makes no difference to anything, and I 
take this conclusion to be part and parcel of the (traditional) claim 
that God creates ex nihilo. You can certainly see it emerging fairly 
clearly in what Aquinas says about this claim. 

One of the points he emphasizes is that creation is not the bringing 
about of a change in anything. One changes something, he thinks, if 
the thing changed pre-exists one’s act of changing it. Yet, so Aquinas 
reasons, nothing pre-exists God's creative act and God, therefore, 
does not change anything by making it to exist. Or, as Aquinas puts it 
himself: 


God’s action, which is without pre-existing matter and called 
creation, is neither a motion nor a change, properly speaking .. . 
In the action which is creation, nothing potential pre-exists to 
receive the action... Again, in every change or motion there must 
be something existing in one way now and in a different way 
before ... But where the whole substance of a thing is brought into 
being, there can be no same thing existing in different ways, 
because such a thing would not itself be produced, but would be 
presupposed to the production. Hence creation is not a change. 


Note that Aquinas is not here taking God’s act of creating to be 
nothing but the bringing about of the beginning of the universe 
(though he does, in fact, take God’s act of creating to include this).” 
Aquinas is here thinking that for God to create something is for him 
to make it to exist period, and he is saying that for God to do this is 
not for God to modify or change anything. Here I agree with Aquinas. 
In my terminology, God makes no difference to anything (which, of 
course, does not entail that God cannot bring it about that things 
undergo change).”* 
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The oddness of God 


There is a strong biblical tradition according to which one is ill 
advised to try to second-guess God. A famous place in which it 
surfaces is St Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Here Paul talks 
about the apparent foolishness of God and goes on to declare that 
God has worked in ways that many would never have anticipated.”’ 
Though I shall be returning to such thoughts later in the present 
volume, I am not, for the moment, concerned to argue that Paul is 
right in what he says here. At this point, however, and on the basis of 
what I have argued in the present chapter, I do think it worth drawing 
attention to what we might call God’s oddness, an oddness that we 
can hardly ignore or gloss over as we try to reflect on the topic of God 
and evil. 

For think what we should be saying if what I have been arguing 
above is cogent. We should be saying: 


(1) God is the source of the existence of absolutely everything other 
than himself. 


(2) God is not an item in the universe. 


(3) God acts in or on what is not divine not as something external but 
as a source of existence. 


(4) God is not something the nature of which can be distinguished 
from the individual that it is. 


(5) God’s nature is to exist (or, God exists by nature). 


(6) God does not undergo (and cannot undergo) any real change. 


If 1-6 here are true (and it is worth stressing that they are all pretty 
much part of what most theists have meant by ‘God’ for centuries), 
then God, I should say, is pretty odd.* He is not like anything we 
know (or think we know). Indeed, it makes sense to regard him as 
incomprehensible. For what we primarily know are things in the 
universe and truths about them expressed in propositions. You might 
say that we know abstract objects (e.g. numbers) and ethical truths, 
neither of these being items in the universe (so one might think). 
Abstract objects and ethical truths, however (whatever else is to be 
said about them, which might include the suggestion that they do not 
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exist), are not alive, as I have argued that God is. If my position is 
correct, then, God is a living thing — but not an individual (not some- 
thing distinguishable from its nature) and not material.*” Such a being 
does not seem to fall easily within human powers of comprehension. 

Admittedly, a lot here depends on how one construes ‘compre- 
hend’. For can we not be said to comprehend God if we can know that 
it is true to say certain things of him? If we take our lead from the 
Oxford English Dictionary, we might do so, since there is a sense of 
‘comprehend’ where it means ‘to grasp with the mind’ and since it 
does not seem particularly odd to say that one comprehends God if 
one can know that it is true to say certain things of him. But ‘to com- 
prehend’ can also mean ‘to understand fully or adequately’, and it 
seems fair to say that nobody comprehends God (on my account of 
God) in that sense. Full or adequate understanding of something is (is 
it not?) what we take ourselves to have when we arrive at a Scientific 
account of it, when it is Something in the world that we can single out, 
analyse, compare and contrast with other things in the world, and end 
up defining (even if we subsequently wish to revise our definitions). 
Given what I have argued, however, God is nothing in the world and 
is not one of a kind among others of the same kind. For this reason it 
surely makes sense to call him incomprehensible and, therefore, seri- 
ously odd. Aquinas makes the point by saying that when it comes to 
God we cannot know what he is (quid est). Aquinas does not mean 
that we cannot take ourselves to be able to make many true state- 
ments with God as their subject. As is well known, of course, he 
claims to be able to establish the truth of many statements of the 
form ‘God is __’. He does not, however, think that we are able to 
develop a science of God as, for example, we have already developed 
a science of cats, which is what he has in mind in saying that we 
cannot know what God is. We can, Aquinas thinks, know what 
Smokey is, for Smokey belongs to the universe and is something we 
can single out while going on to compare and contrast him with 
things of his kind and with things of other kinds. Yet God, thinks 
Aquinas, is not like Smokey in any of these respects. 

You will realize that I side with Aquinas here. I think that if we take 
God to be the Creator of the universe, the source of the existence of 
everything not divine, we should be very struck by the notion that 
God is seriously hard to fathom. I also think that we should keep this 
notion firmly to the foreground when approaching the topic of God 
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and evil. To start thinking about this topic while presuming that we 
know what God is seems to me misguided. Yet discussions of God and 
evil frequently proceed on the contrary assumption. They often begin 
by supposing that we do have a pretty good understanding of God. 
This supposition usually takes the form of regarding God as some- 
thing familiar to us. It reaches its peak in the claim that God, if he 
exists, is a moral agent, so I shall now turn to that suggestion. 


Notes 


1. You might say that you could accept that, for example, the explanation of 
someone’s having some disease is a genetic malfunction, something you 
might understand little about and therefore know less about than what 
you invoke it to explain. You would not, however, have an explanation 
here yourself. You would be believing people who tell you about what 
actually is an explanation, something that they must take to be more 
understandable than what is explained. 

2. For more on this see Philip Dixon, Nice and Hot Disputes: The Doctrine 
of the Trinity in the 17th Century (T&T Clark: Edinburgh, 2003). 

3. For more on all this see J. N. D. Kelly, Karly Christian Doctrines (5th 
edn, Adam and Charles Black: London, 1980) and G. L. Prestige, God in 
Patristic Thought (SPCK: London, 1952), esp. chs 8 and 9. 

4. René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy (Meditation IT). I quote 
from The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vol. 2, tr. John Cotting- 
ham, Robert Stoothhoff and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge University 
Press: Cambridge, 1984), p. 19. Much that Descartes says about people 
shows him to be acutely aware of the fact that people are not just to be 
thought of as, so to speak, angels — things whose histories are unaffected 
by what is material. He does, however, strongly suggest that the bodies of 
people, though influencing what they essentially are, cannot be identified 
with them. On his account, therefore, I could be what I essentially am 
even if there is no material world. 

5. Hence, for example, in The Coherence of Theism (revd edn Clarendon 
Press: Oxford, 1993) Richard Swinburne spends time (in ch. 7) arguing 
that there could be an incorporeal spirit (a person) by defending certain 
views about personal identity when it comes to human beings. 

6. See Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (Hutchinson: London, 1949), 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 2nd edn, tr. G. E. M. 
Anscombe (Basil Blackwell: Oxford, 1968), J. J. C. Smart, “Sensations and 
Brain Processes’, Philosophical Review 68 (1959), and David Armstrong, 
A Materialist Theory of Mind (Humanities Press: New York, 1968). 

7. It has been said that God is a person on the basis of Genesis 1:26, in 
which people are described as being made ‘in’ God’s image and ‘after’ his 
likeness. That text, however, provides no justification for thinking of God 
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as being seriously like people in any particular respect. In fact, it is far 
from clear what that text is saying, as you might infer from, for example, 
Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, tr. John H. Marks (Westmin- 
ster Press: Philadelphia, 1961), pp. 55ff. 

For a Superb treatment of Aquinas on this question see Gregory P. Rocca, 
Speaking the Incomprehensible God (Catholic University of America 
Press: Washington, DC, 2004). 

I think that we might well be able to imagine such circumstances (even 
though I am somewhat uncomfortable with thought experiments invoked 
for the purposes of philosophical argument). For we can surely imagine 
there being only one cat, since we can imagine there being people deter- 
mined to exterminate all cats, people unsuccessful only because they 
missed one. 

I am not, of course, suggesting that there is some sort of entity rightly 
referred to as ‘human nature’. All I am saying is that a particular human 
being can be distinguished from (cannot be identified with) the nature 
that he or she shares with other human beings. 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, fa.3.3 (my translation). 

Ibid. (my translation). 

Cf. ibid., fa.3.4. 

For someone seeming to argue along these lines see C. J. F. Williams, 
‘Being’, in Philip L. Quinn and Charles Taliaferro (eds), A Companion to 
Philosophy of Religion (Blackwell Publishers: Oxford, 1997). 

Anthony Kenny, Aquinas on Being (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 2002), 
p. 41. 

See G. E. M. Anscombe and P. T. Geach, Three Philosophers (Basil Black- 
well: Oxford, 1961), p. 89. 

Kenny, Aquinas on Being, p. 34. The Latin reads: ‘Omnis autem essentia 
vel quidditas potest intelligi sine hoc quod aliquid intelligatur de esse suo: 
possum enim intelligere quid est homo vel phoenix, et tamen ignorare an 
esse habeat in rerum natura; ergo patet quod esse est aliud ab essentia 
vel quidditate. Nisi forte sit aliqua res cuius quidditas sit ipsum suum 
esse.’ 

Frege thinks that if [say that Smokey is grey, then I am using a predicate 
to say what Smokey (a particular individual cat) actually is. So he takes 
‘is grey’ to be a predicate which might tell us what something 
actually is. Consider, however, ‘____ is numerous’. We can hardly say 
sensibly that Smokey is numerous. But we can sensibly say that cats are 
numerous. In doing so, thinks Frege, we are saying something about the 
concept ‘cat’ and not talking about any particular cat. We are saying that 
‘__ is a cat’ is truly predicable of many individuals. 

What I am now attributing to Aquinas does not conflict with his claim (to 
be found, for example, in Summa Theologiae Ja.2.2) that we cannot 
demonstrate God’s existence from an understanding of the meaning of 
the word ‘God’. That claim maintains that one can consistently accept 
that the word ‘God’ has a certain meaning and that there is no God. 
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Aquinas’s assertion that God’s essence is esse is saying that, given that 
God exists and is not something the essence of which can be understood, 
something cannot be true of God without it also being understood that it 
actually exists. 

I develop these points in ‘Kenny on Aquinas on Being’, Modern School- 
man 82 (2005). 

Richard Swinburne, for example, argues for this assumption. See The 
Coherence of Theism, ch. 12. 

Peter Geach, God and the Soul (Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1969), 
pp. 71f. 

Do we undergo a real change when we die? It seems to me that we do not, 
because aS soon as we are dead we do not exist, and so cannot be 
described as having undergone what I mean by a real change. When I die, 
my corpse will be there for people to view. But my corpse is hardly me 
and is, therefore, not me as modified. There is surely a vast difference 
between dying and, say, coming to appreciate the music of Puccini. 
Wittgenstein famously said, ‘Death is not an event in life. Death is not 
lived through’ (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, tr. C. K. Ogden (Rout- 
ledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1922), 6.4811). It is not hard to see what 
Wittgenstein is driving at here, even if one hopes for a life to come, which 
may, indeed, come. 

Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s ‘De Interpretatione’, 1.14 
(my translation). The Latin here reads: ‘extra ordinem entium existens, 
velut causa quaedam profundens totum ens et omnes eius differentias’. 
Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s ‘De Anima’, 1.14, tr. Robert 
Pasnau (Yale University Press: New Haven, Conn. and London, 1999), 
p. 113. 

Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 1.97: ‘It is supremely true 
of God that He does not act from another, but through Himself, since He 
is the first agent. Therefore, to live belongs to him in a supreme way.’ I 
quote from Saint Thomas Aquinas: ‘Summa Contra Gentiles’, Book 
One, tr. Anton C. Pegis (University of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, 
Ind. and London, 1975), p. 294. 

Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle's ‘Physics’, IIL5. I quote from 
Aquinas: Selected Philosophical Writings, tr. Timothy McDermott 
(Oxford University Press: Oxford and New York, 1993), p. 84. 

David Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Tom 
L. Beauchamp (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 2000), p. 87. 

Richard Swinburne, The Concept of Miracle (Macmillan: London and 
Basingstoke, 1970), p. 11. 

J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1982), pp. 
19f. 

Many philosophers, of course, would object to the notion of an invisible 
human being; but I leave that point aside for now. 

Alvin Plantinga, ‘Is Theism Really a Miracle?’, Faith and Philosophy 3 
(1986), p. 111. Plantinga’s understanding of God differs significantly from 
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mine. In this quotation, however, he seems to me to hit an important nail 
on the head. One might well, however, challenge his phrase ‘the theistic 
conception’, for people calling themselves theists have disagreed about 
what God is. In the sense that there is something we can rightly call ‘the 
Eiffel Tower’, there is nothing that we can similarly call ‘the theistic con- 
ception’. That fact, indeed, is something that accounts for my writing the 
present volume. 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ia.8.1 (my translation). 

Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, IL17. I quote from Saint Thomas 
Aquinas: ‘Summa Contra Gentiles’, Book Two: Creation, tr. James F. 
Anderson (University of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, Ind., 1975), 
p. 54. See also Summa. Theologiae, 1a.45.1. 

For Aquinas on creation and the beginning of the universe, see Summa 
Theologiae, 1a.46. 

Aquinas famously argues that a reason to believe in God lies in the fact 
that things in the world undergo change —- this being something that 
Aquinas believes to derive from God as the first cause of all change (see 
Summa Theologiae, {a.2.3 and Summa Contra Gentiles, 1.13). So he does 
not deny (and neither do I) that God brings it about that there are things 
which are different at some times from what they are at others. What 
Aquinas denies (and what I deny) is that God’s making something to exist 
at any time (God's being its Creator) is the action of God on anything, a 
changing or modifying of something. 

See I Corinthians 1:18-31. 

By ‘what theists have meant by “God” for centuries’ I am simply alluding 
to the fact that, as you can quickly verify, what I am saying about God 
now would have been taken to be axiomatic by most theists from the 
patristic period to around the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

I take the word ‘individual’ here to mean what we have in mind when we 
say that an individual is one of a kind of which there could be more than 
one. So I take Smokey to be an individual cat (even if he is the last 
surviving member of his species). I do not, however, take God to be an 
individual anything (a position for which I have argued above). 
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God’s Moral Standing 


In The Coherence of Theism Richard Swinburne (who takes himself 
to be speaking on behalf of theism) writes as follows: 


In claiming that God is by nature perfectly morally good, I suggest 
that the theist be interpreted as claiming that God is so constituted 
that he always does the morally best action (when there is one), 
and no morally bad action. For God, as for us, there is often no one 
best action, but a choice of equal best actions, only one of which 


can be done .. . Perfect moral goodness includes doing both the 
obligatory and supererogatory and doing nothing wrong or bad in 
other ways ... Perfect moral goodness surely involves fulfilling 


one’s moral obligations . . . “Morally’ good actions are those which 
it is of overriding importance to do, which are overall better than 
other ones... I suggest that in our sense of ‘moral’ all theists hold 
that God is perfectly good, and that this is a central claim of 
theism.’ 


Note what Swinburne seems to be assuming here. He appears to be 
taking it for granted that to commend God as good is to commend 
him for doing what he ought to do — implying that God has moral 
duties or obligations just as we do (note his phrase ‘For God, as for 
us’). Swinburne evidently allows that we might think of God as good 
because he does what goes over and above the call of duty, and 
because he never does what he ought not to do. But his focus is 
clearly on the idea that the core of God’s goodness is a matter of 
obedience (God’s obedience to moral laws).? And Swinburne retains 
this focus in Providence and the Problem of Evil.’ Quoting me as 
saying that ‘theologians have taught that God is good without holding 
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that his goodness is moral goodness’, he replies: ‘Western religion has 
always held that there is a deep problem about why there is pain and 
other suffering — which there would not be if God were not supposed 
to be morally good.” 


‘God is morally good’ and the problem of evil 


The idea that God is morally good is a commonplace among contem- 
porary philosophers of religion.” Hence, for example, William Rowe 
also writes: 


Since God is unsurpassably good, he has all the features that 
unsurpassable goodness implies. Among these is absolute moral 
goodness ... God's moral goodness has long been thought to be in 
some way the source or standard of what it is for human life to be 
moral... Clearly, given his absolute moral perfection, what God 
commands us to do must be what is morally right for us to do. But 
are these things morally right because God commands them? . . . 
The dominant answer in religious thinking concerning God and 
morality is that what God commands is morally right independ- 
ently of his commands.° 


From other things that he says, it is clear that Rowe believes that 
there must be more to God’s goodness than moral goodness. But, 
equally clearly, Rowe takes God’s goodness to include this, and he 
suggests that those who believe in God predominantly think of his 
moral goodness as a matter of conformity to moral demands which 
are somehow independent of him (just as my moral goodness might 
be thought of in terms of my conformity to requirements over and 
above me). And there are many who line up with Rowe on this matter. 
According, for instance, to Stephen T. Davis, “God is good’ means 
‘God never does what is morally wrong; all his intentions and actions 
are morally right. If it is always morally wrong, say, needlessly to 
break a promise, this is something God never does. [f it is always 
morally wrong to cause needless suffering, this too is something God 
never does.” Davis goes on to add that God’s goodness also consists 
in the fact that he could do what is morally bad but does not. He 
writes: ‘God is also laudable for being morally good, and J cannot see 
how a being who is unable to do evil can be laudable for being good.” 
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The idea here seems to be that God is someone trying to be good (and 
succeeding) while confronted by moral claims of various kinds (not 
to mention various options for acting).” The idea seems to be that God 
is good because he manages, in spite of alternatives open to him, 
always to be well behaved." 

This notion of divine good conduct comes much to the surface in 
contemporary discussions of the problem of evil, in which it is regu- 
larly assumed that if God exists, and if God is good, then God is 
morally good. So God's friends often explain how God is morally 
justified for allowing the occurrence of various evils. And God's foes 
often tell us why this is not so. They tell us that any impartial jury 
would find God morally guilty when confronted with evils that he has 
allowed to come to pass, and they therefore conclude that God is 
morally bad — though, in fact, they almost always conclude that there 
is no God (on the supposition that if God exists, then God is morally 
good). In this discussion, the issue, time and again, seems to turn on 
whether or not God acts morally, where ‘to act morally’ means to act 
like someone we commend morally — someone confronted by, and 
acting in accordance with, moral duties, obligations, or laws. Hence, 
for example (and as I noted in Chapter 1), friends of God will say 
things like (a) ‘Much evil is a means to a good end which God cannot 
bring about without allowing (or risking) the evil in question’, or (b) 
‘God might have good reasons for allowing the evils that exists, 
though we (perhaps because of our limited information) cannot know 
what those reasons are’. 

When it comes to (a), the basic idea is that, Just as one might 
morally exonerate surgeons for cutting people open in order to save 
their lives, one can morally exonerate God for permitting various 
evils. So, for example, it is commonly argued that evil actions freely 
engaged in by people are no indication of God’s moral badness. This 
is the Free Will Defence (also noted in Chapter 1), according to 
which: (i) it is good for people to have freedom of choice; (ii) God, 
being good, wants the good of human freedom; (iii) but this means 
that God cannot prevent all evil human choices (not to mention their 
consequences), since this would undermine their character as free; 
(iv) so God is morally justified in allowing people freely to act badly. 

With respect to (b), the basic idea is that, Just as morally good 
parents might act in ways that baffle their children, so God, being very 
knowledgeable and very moral, might be morally justified in allowing 
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the evils that exist — evils the moral justification of which is not now 
apparent to us. Or, as William Alston says: 


The fact that we cannot see what sufficient justifying reason an 
omniscient, omnipotent being might have for doing something 
[does not provide] strong support for the supposition that no such 
reason is available for that being ... Being unable to estimate the 
extent to which what we can discerm exhausts the possibilities, we 
are in no position to suppose that our inability to find a justifying 
divine reason is a sufficient ground for supposing that there is 
none." 


If we take this at face value, Alston seems to be suggesting that God 
is morally good (by human standards) and that, though (by human 
standards) we might incline to fault him on moral grounds, we might 
yet end up exonerating him (by human standards) should we come to 
know as much as he does (presumably concerning the entire history 
of the universe and the ways in which bits of it connect with each 
other). 

In response to thinkers like Plantinga and Alston (and to others 
who attempt moral justifications of God given the evil that we know 
of} one might argue that the justifications do not succeed — that they 
do not give us reason to suppose that, given evil as we know of it, 
there is any God who can defend himself morally. I shall return to this 
line of thinking later (in Chapters 5 and 6). For the moment, however, 
the question J want to raise is ‘Why should we suppose that God's 
goodness 7s moral goodness?’ My reading of those who think we 
should suggests to me that they do so for one major reason. Their big 
idea seems to be that belief in God’s moral goodness is traditional. 
More specifically, they tend to argue (or, more often, to imply or take 
for granted) that it is part and parcel of what we find said about God 
in the Bible and in the writings of (mostly Christian) post-biblical reli- 
gious authorities.” But is that really the case? 


God’s moral goodness 


Before I tackle this question head on, let me make it clear that in 
taking issue with the proposition ‘God is morally good’ (as you will 
realize that I am), I am not denying that one can ever truly say (albeit 
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with suitable qualifications) that God is what morally good people 
are. What moral goodness amounts to in people is, of course, a big 
question, and not one for me to comment on here, although I shall be 
touching on it later." But many would, for example, say that we might 
morally commend someone for helping those in need, or for telling 
the truth. And I am not suggesting that it is remotely inappropriate 
(whether one believes in God or not) to say that God is good in that 
he (sometimes, at any rate, though manifestly not always) helps 
those in need, or in that he tells the truth (or even that he cannot but 
tell the truth).'* Nor am I suggesting that (whether one believes in 
God or not) it is right to say that God ever does what might be held to 
be morally impermissible. I think most of us would say that it is 
morally impermissible to torture someone to death just for the fun of 
it. And I can see no reason to object to the claim that God does not 
(or does not have it in him to) torture people to death just for the fun 
of it. And, I might add, I am not denying that God (whether you 
believe in him or not) commands what is morally good. Indeed, the 
opposite seems true. At any rate, given what the Bible says, God 
commands much that many would take to be morally good (think of 
what we find given out in God’s name by Old Testament prophets like 
Amos and Micah). And he prohibits much that many would take to be 
morally bad (think of most, even if not all, of the prohibitions con- 
tained in the Ten Commandments). People sometimes say that God’s 
commands and prohibitions as depicted in the Bible express his 
moral character, and I have no objection to that way of talking if it 
means that many of God’s commands and prohibitions as depicted in 
the Bible are commands and prohibitions which lots of people today 
would find morally congenial. 

But to say all this is not really to say very much. And it does not 
serve to support the claim that God is morally good. For it is all per- 
fectly compatible with the view that God is not a moral agent subject 
to moral praise or censure. Yet why should one want to support that 
view? I want to do so on two grounds, The first has to do with the 
notion of God as Creator. The second has to do with things that are 
said of God in some primary theistic sources. 
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A morally good creator? 


Should we take seriously the suggestion that God the Creator is a 
moral agent subject to moral praise or censure? Much, of course, 
depends on what one takes ‘God is the Creator’ to mean, and here we 
need to note that this assertion has been construed in different ways 
(or that there are grounds for saying that it has been so construed). 

Take, for example, the familiar notion that God creates ex nihilo — 
that he makes things to be, though not out of anything. This notion of 
creation is classical, and you can find it expounded and defended by 
writers like Augustine and (as I have noted) Aquinas. Is it biblical, 
however? There are certainly biblical texts which might be cited in its 
defence. Examples include Romans 4:17, Romans 11:36, I Corinthians 
8:6, Colossians 1:15-16, and Hebrews 11:3. These (taken in order) 
read as follows and seem to be teaching, albeit in a non-philosophical 
manner, that God creates ex nihilo: 


(1) ‘...as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations” — 
in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to 
the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.’ 


(2) ‘For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him 
be glory forever.’ 


(3) “Yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things 
and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 
whom are all things and through whom we exist.’ 


(4) ‘He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 
for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things 
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 
powers — all things have been created through him and for him.’ 


(5) ‘By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the 
word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are 


15 


not visible. 


Yet there are other biblical texts dealing with the topic of God as 
Creator which (arguably) do not seem to express a belief in creation 
ex nihilo. Genesis 1:1 is a famous case in point. Here, a ‘formless 
void’ covered by water seems to precede God's creative act.!® 
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Then again, should we take God to be continuously creating, or 
should we think of him as having created only in the past? Here also 
we find conflicting (or possibly conflicting) understandings (or ways 
of talking). As we have seen, according to Aquinas, for example, there 
is a Serious sense in which what God did by bringing it about that the 
universe began to exist is something he continues to do in so far as he 
makes things to be for as long as they exist. For Aquinas, the Genesis 
narrative of creation is an account of creation ex nihilo, and it pro- 
hibits us from saying that God makes ‘new creatures’.!” But Aquinas 
also holds (a) that for God to create is for God to make something to 
exist, and (b) that creatures need God in order to exist at any time. ® 
As far as I can gather, however, the biblical scholars seem to agree 
that the account of creation in Genesis 1 views it as over and done 
with in a matter of days — even though other biblical passages seem 
to be supposing that God is continually creating.’ And, so I suspect, 
many religious believers would find it odd to think of creating as an 
activity to be continuously attributable to God. Simply going by what 
I have heard a lot of them say, they often agree that God continues to 
‘sustain’ his creation. But I do not think that they mean what, for 
example, Aquinas has in mind when he speaks of God making every- 
thing to exist for as long as it exists (this, for him, and rightly in my 
view, marking the first difference between God and creatures). I 
suspect that they mean that God props up (and sometimes tinkers 
with) things he has somehow set up in advance -— this not implying 
their total dependence on God as an agent-cause (something which 
Aquinas always has in mind when he writes about God as Creator). 
And, so I might add, there are contemporary Christian philosophers 
of religion who seem to think that something might exist which is not 
created by God. Hence, for example, explaining what it means to 
believe in God as Creator, Richard Swinburne tells us: “The main 
claim is that God either himself brings about or makes or permits 
some other being to bring about (or permits to exist uncaused) the 
existence of all things that exist.“? What Swinburne says here 
arguably coheres with some biblical texts, but it is very far removed 
from anything we find in mainstream Christian writers, hardly any of 
whom would ever have spoken of anything other than God as existing 
uncaused. 

Now my view is that such authors can be credited with drawing out 
the drift of what biblical texts say about God as Creator. But I also 
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think that they do so by rightly reading them with philosophical eyes. 
And, one might ask, how else can one read the Bible? The Bible does 
not interpret itself. People need to interpret the Bible, and they cer- 
tainly cannot do so simply by citing biblical texts taken at their face 
value (or interpreted literally, as we might say). As far as I can work 
out, neither the Old nor the New Testament ever come out with a 
precise teaching to the effect that God is incorporeal.*’ But both of 
them often seem strongly to want to distinguish between God and 
various creatures so as to suggest that God is no inhabitant of the 
physical world. In the Old Testament, for instance, God is frequently 
referred to as lacking certain needs and limitations found in human 
beings and other creatures.” Yet, as I have noted, the Old Testament 
is also full of talk about God which depicts him in thoroughly human 
terms. 

How are we to deal with these apparent discrepancies? If our 
interest in biblical texts merely extends to noting what they appear 
literally to say verse by verse, then we can do just that and have no 
problem of interpretation. But we might think of the Bible as helping 
us to some understanding of God and ourselves — in which case we 
have to introduce what I can only call philosophical reasoning. Is God 
a body or not? There are biblical texts which can be cited on both 
sides here. So what if we say that God is a body? Then we presumably 
need non-biblical arguments (in my current terminology, ‘philosophi- 
cal arguments’) for supposing that God is indeed corporeal and that 
anything in the Bible which suggests otherwise should be regarded as 
metaphor or something like that. Or again, what if we think that God 
is not a body? Then we presumably need non-biblical arguments (in 
my current terminology, ‘philosophical arguments’) for supposing 
that God is indeed incorporeal and that anything in the Bible which 
suggests otherwise should be regarded as metaphor or something like 
that. 

In a parallel way I now want to suggest that we have philosophical 
reason to deny that God is a moral agent. For given what | argued in 
Chapters 2 and 3, we would be wrong to think of God as, so we might 
put it, an existent among others — wrong to suppose that ‘God and the 
universe should add up to make two’.”? The claim that God is the 
source of the universe implies that ‘God is to be thought of as existing 
outside the realm of existents, as a cause from which pours forth 
everything that exists in all its variant forms’. And that, I think, is 
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what we have to say if we take God to account for there being any 
universe at all. An existent among others is one of a kind, or some- 
thing unique, occupying a world where things can be classified. But 
the source of the universe as a whole, the cause of its sheer existence, 
cannot be any such thing. Nor can its existence be derived. Since it 
accounts for the being of what we call the universe, it certainly 
cannot owe its existence to anything within the universe. And, as | 
have argued, since we are invoking it as accounting for what exists 
but might not, it cannot be something whose existence is cistinguish- 
able from its nature — as, for example, the existence of my (actual) cat 
(Smokey) is distinguishable from its nature (to know what felinity is, 
considered as a nature had by various cats, is not to know that there 
is any such thing as my actual cat).” 

Notice that none of the above suggestions amount to an attempt to 
describe God. I am only drawing attention to what God cannot be if 
he is indeed the Creator. I am engaging in negative theology. But it is 
negative theology with what we might think of as positive results. For 
it rightly puts up ‘No Entry’ signs (positive, you might say) at the 
beginning of certain roads down which one might be tempted to stroll 
and explore the details. And one of these roads is called ‘God is a 
moral agent’. 

For how do we typically think of moral agents? Primarily, we think 
of them as people living in the world and capable of acting well or 
badly. Philosophers, of course, have disagreed about the key concepts 
to invoke when it comes to good and bad action. Some focus on ‘duty’ 
and ‘obligation’. Others make much of ‘virtue’ and ‘vice’.”° But they 
are all talking about people and what makes them to be (morally) 
good or bad (and what it therefore is for them to be moral agents). Yet 
God is not a human being. And if what I have said above has anything 
to recommend it, we have to think of God as radically different from 
anything created.”’ 

As I have also argued, we need, in addition, to think of him as rad- 
ically incomprehensible. We can get our minds around Smokey. We 
can examine him, compare and contrast him with other things, note 
his progress and character, and even note how well or badly he is 
doing (considered as a cat). Can we do the same when it comes to 
God? Not if what I have been saying above is correct. There can be no 
laying hands on the source of the universe’s being, and no way of 
comparing and contrasting it with other things on which hands can be 
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laid (i.e. God, as I have argued, is not remotely subject to scientific 
analysis, as Smokey is). And if there is time only because there is a 
universe in which things change, God makes no progress and has no 
character (taking character to be something displayed over time). 
And what sense can it make to talk of how well or badly God is doing? 
Such talk seems to suppose that God has a life-span in which he is 
now like this and now like that — one in which he might change from 
being better to worse or from worse to better. Yet how can one intel- 
ligibly conceive the Creator (the source of the universe’s being) as 
having a life-span or as lurching from one state to another? Some- 
thing with a life-span has a beginning and end. Can we, however, 
make sense of the claim that the Creator has a beginning and end? 

You might say that there are moral laws of which any decent God 
needs to take account — this making God a moral agent. After all, is it 
not commonly said that God is a person? And are persons not subject 
to moral laws (or duties, or obligations)? And are not such laws (or 
duties, or obligations) binding on all persons — even divine ones? And 
does this not mean that God is a moral agent? And, focusing on moral 
goodness with an eye on virtues and vices, are not persons either 
virtuous or vicious? So is not God (if he exists) either virtuous or 
vicious? 

As I have noted, the formula ‘God is a person is (given the history 
of theistic thinking and writing) a relatively recent one. It has, 
however, stuck with many who take themselves to be expressing 
orthodox Christian belief. What do people who endorse it tend to 
mean by it? As [ have also noted, by ‘person’ they seem to mean what 
Descartes thought he was when ruminating on himself in his Medita- 
tions. They believe that a person is essentially an incorporeal sub- 
stance who reasons, believes, and knows (in a private world, as if 
nothing else existed).” And they presume that God is just such a 
person. In doing so, they are, of course, taking sides on a series of 
philosophical debates that I can hardly begin to enter into here. So I 
am now just going to have to show my hand and move on — saying 
that the notion of person just mentioned (grounded as it is only on 
reflection about people) has been blown out of the water by philoso- 
phers such as Wittgenstein (not to mention Aristotle). And with this 
thought in mind, I suggest that “God is a person’ is not the best slogan 
to invoke in defence of the claim that God is a moral agent. It would 
not be a good one to invoke even on the supposition that Descartes’s 
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basic understanding of himself is right. For let us grant Descartes all 
that he says about what he is in the Meditations. As I noted earlier, it 
still remains that the essentially incorporeal thing that he takes 
himself to be belongs to a world containing other such things (things 
of a kind, all of them members of a world). So Descartes, on his own 
admission (to which he seems to hold), is, on my count, a creature. 
And why should we suppose that God is a creature? 

Note also that the formula ‘God is a person’ does not fit easily with 
biblical accounts of God. These, as I have said, vary. But while there 
is plenty of biblical language suggesting that God is very like a human 
being,” the Bible, as I have already observed, also contains texts 
which discourage the supposition that God is really like anything of 
which we can conceive. It makes much, for example, of God’s hid- 
denness.”’ And it makes much of his holiness — certainly not a moral 
category, but one used (in the Old Testament anyway) sharply to dis- 
tinguish between (a) God as an awe-inspiring mystery distinct from 
creation, and (b) created things (familiar, understandable, manipula- 
ble, and responsible to something or other).*! And, as I have said, the 
Bible sometimes explicitly warns against comparing God with 
anything creaturely. 

One might, of course, reply that biblical texts implying a serious 
likeness between God and creatures (especially people) should be 
deemed to trump texts implying a radical difference between them. 
But whether or not this line of thinking is defensible on purely philo- 
sophical grounds, it seems to me that, taken as a whole, the Bible 
stresses the incomparability of God more than it does the similarity 
between God and any creature. I also think that the very concrete 
descriptive language it often uses when talking of God favours this 
conclusion. If you try to compose anything that we might call a 
picture of God from what the Bible says about him, you will fail pre- 
cisely because of the diversity of its depictions of God. The Bible 
portrays God as a man who can walk in a garden, but also as survey- 
ing the created order and as being distinct from it.™ It tells us that he 
is a warrior and a king.*’ But it also tells us that he is a woman who 
cries out in childbirth, that he is various kinds of non-human animals, 
and is also an instance of dry rot.” And he appears in forms that hide 
him rather than show him forth. So Ezekiel sees only ‘the appearance 
of the likeness of the glory of the Lord’, and Moses sees only the 
‘glory’ of God’s backside.” Arguably, it is not an accident that the 
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Bible does not settle for any clear image or picture of God. Arguably, 
also, many of its various authors are of Aquinas’s mind when he says 
that crude imagery used when talking of God is appropriate, since it 
conveys something to us in terms we can do something with, and 
since it obviously cannot be taken literally.” 

Yet (and at this point I put the formula ‘God is a person’ behind me) 
it might still be said that biblical texts present us with the notion of 
God as a moral agent. For does not the Bible continually speak of God 
as being righteous? And is it not thereby teaching (a) that God acts in 
accordance with the requirements of morality and (b) that God is 
therefore a good moral agent? And is this not the picture of God that 
comes to us in post-biblical Christian texts — ones which we might 
think of as embodying ‘the Christian tradition’ when it comes to God’s 
moral status? 

The Bible certainly says that God is righteous. So far as I can 
gather, however, it never conceives of God’s righteousness along 
moral lines —- by which I mean that it never takes God to be righteous 
because he does what is (morally) the right thing for him to do (as 
someone might commend me for doing what it is morally right for me 
to do). 

In the Old Testament, God’s righteousness seems to consist in his 
acting in accordance with his covenant with the people of Israel (all 
the terms of which are drawn up by him).”' So it amounts to the 
notion that God can be relied upon to do what he has said he will do 
(with respect to Israel). Righteousness, in this context, clearly does 
not mean ‘moral goodness which accords with standards of goodness 
binding on all who seek to be morally good’.” And Old Testament 
texts never suggest that God is good because he conforms to some 
code or other (which I take to mean that they never suggest that God 
is good as a good moral agent is good). 

The Old Testament notion of God’s righteousness carries on into 
New Testament writings and is clearly displayed in, for example, 
what St Paul has to say in Romans 9. Here he is worried about his 
fellow Jews. They, he says, were given promises, the law, and the 
covenant. They were also given the patriarchs and the assurance of a 
Messiah. But they do not seem to have turned to Christ (whom Paul 
takes to be the Messiah). So what shall we say about all this? 

We cannot, replies Paul, claim that God’s word has failed. For 
some Israelites are not true Israelites. And yet, Paul adds, some 
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people are God’s chosen regardless of what they have done in their 
lifetimes. For what about Jacob and Esau? Their fates, says Paul, 
were settled ‘even before they had been born or had done anything 
good or bad’ (v. 11). There is, says Paul, a matter of God's election to 
consider here. God, he adds, does not always deal with people on the 
basis of what they do. He deals with them as he sees fit. ‘As it is 
written, “I have loved Jacob, but I have hated Esan”’ (v. 13). 

But, so Paul then asks, does this not mean that God is not just? His 
answer (emphatic in its Greek) is ‘By no means’ (v. 14). This answer, 
however, is clearly not intended to stress that God is just by (say) 
Aristotelian views about what it is for people to be just. Paul’s point 
seems to be that we have to deal with God on the basis of what he 
does — that God’s justice is what God takes it to be (not something 
conforming to standards to which he ought to conform). Not surpris- 
ingly, therefore, Paul can add (in v. 20), “Who indeed are you, a human 
being, to argue with God?’ (a question which strongly echoes what we 
find at the end of the book of Job, which is another good example of 
a biblical text refusing to think of God as an agent subject to moral 
requirements and, therefore, as intelligibly defensible or impugnable 
with reference to them). 

At this point in his discussion Paul invokes some familiar Old 
Testament imagery — that of God being a potter making what he wants 
from the clay on which he works.” We might think that God ought to 
make things to be thus and so. But, says Paul, we should not do so. 
He writes: ‘Has the potter no right over the clay to make out of the 
same lump one object for special use and another for ordinary use?’ 
(v. 21). It should, f think, be obvious that St Paul is not here conceiv- 
ing of God as an individual who needs to justify himself in the light of 
moral canons to which he is bound or obliged. And, so I might add, 
notions of God’s righteousness in the Bible seem pretty much to 
accord with what St Paul says in Romans 9."! 

Once again, therefore, I suggest that (whether or not we believe in 
God) we have reason for fighting shy of the formula ‘God is a moral 
agent’. To do so seems to accord with biblical ways of thinking. And, 
so I have argued, it accords with what follows from the notion of God 
as Creator.” As I have noted, Richard Swinburne thinks that main- 
stream religious traditions conceive of God's goodness in moral terms 
since they think of there being a problem as to why there should be 
pain and suffering. But Swinburne’s inference here is open to 
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question. Of cowrse religious people have asked why there is pain and 
suffering. But it is not obvious that they have always done so as 
posing a question about God’s moral integrity. This is not, for 
example, how Old Testament writers proceed. They sometimes 
worry about what causes pain and suffering. And, when believing that 
it comes from God, they sometimes ask how some pain and suffering 
can be inflicted by a God who, in a covenant, has promised some 
people certain goods on condition that they act in accordance with 
his decrees.’ But they never engage in a general moral defence or 
attack on God because of the existence of pain and suffering.“ And 
this is especially so if we take ‘pain and suffering’ to mean ‘pain and 
suffering as such, not just that of those who take themselves to be 
faithful to God's covenant with Israel’. Someone like Swinburne 
might say that morality requires that, so far as is possible, everyone 
should be treated as equals. But this is clearly not a position ascribed 
to the biblical God. He is incredibly partisan, electing some and 
wreaking havoc on others without providing anything like a moral 
defence of himself for what he brings about, and without being 
required to by any biblical author. 

Then again, consider the way in which Aquinas (a classical 
example of someone in a mainstream religious tradition, and 
someone held up by many religious believers as a classical represen- 
tative of it) discusses pain and suffering. If Swinburne is right, you 
would expect his various treatments of these topics to home in at 
once on questions of the form ‘Is God morally justified in .. .?’ But he 
never raises any such question (and the same can be said of almost 
all Christian authors from New Testament times to around the eight- 
eenth century).” He asks whether God can be thought of as causing 
evil (his conclusion, grounded in metaphysical views about causation 
and privation of esse, is always ‘No’, though he does say that God 
causes the act of sin).*° He asks whether God can bring good out of 
evil (his answer being ‘Yes’). But he never makes God’s moral 
integrity something to consider given the existence of pain and suf- 
fering, and his silence here (one that, so to speak, can be heard in the 
writings of any number of Christian theologians) seems to me yet 
another reason for supposing that Swinburne is wrong in his infer- 
ence concerning the ‘problem’ of pain and suffering to which he 
refers.” 
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God and morality 


Notice, however, that this conclusion does not entail that one can in 
no sense speak of morality (i.e. being moral) as somehow being in 
what it is to be God. Nor does it entail that we cannot think of God as 
good. 

I defended many of the points I am now advocating in an earlier 
book of mine, in a chapter called ‘The Problem of Evil’. Comment- 
ing on my claim in that chapter that God is not a moral agent, Brian 
Shanley subsequently attacked me for not being faithful to the 
writings of Aquinas.*’ He had three main charges to level: 


(1) that my claim is not consonant with texts of Aquinas since 
‘Aquinas argues that the moral virtues can be attributed to God in 


the form of exemplar virtues’; ©” 


(2) that my claim conflicts with Aquinas’s teaching on God’s justice; 
and 


(3) that (so a Thomist might say) moral goodness (which Shanley 
calls a ‘spiritual perfection’) can be ascribed to God analogically. 


Elaborating on (3) Shanley says that goodness ‘fundamentally means 
perfect actuality in being’ and that ‘that is precisely what the achieve- 
ment of moral goodness is in a rational creature’.”! Perhaps my 
position might become clearer if I respond to these criticisms. 

To begin with, Shanley is right to say that Aquinas attributes moral 
virtues to God in some sense. Hence, for example, in Summa Thealo- 
giae, la2ae,61.5 we read: ‘The exemplar of human virtue must needs 
pre-exist in God, just as in him exist the patterns of all things.” 
Aquinas is here working on the principle (to which I shall return later) 
that the effects of efficient causes resemble their causes (which 
causes must therefore somehow have in them what they produce). So 
he is thinking that moral virtues in people somehow reflect, what God 
is (just as he thinks that other human perfections — like being able to 
do a crossword puzzle in ten minutes — reflect what God is, and just 
as he thinks that what I am when I am the victim of a virus reflects 
what the virus is, this being something the nature of which is shown 
forth in its effects on me because it is acting in me).” 

But this line of thinking is far removed from what I am presently 
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targeting (from what I am objecting to in the claim that God is a moral 
agent). Aquinas certainly does not think of God as an individual who 
is subject to duties and obligations, or as something displaying Aris- 
totelian virtues, as Aristotle took good people to do. If Aquinas takes 
moral virtue to exist in God, it is only because he thinks that nothing 
God produces can fail to have some grounding in God’s nature. It is 
not because he takes God to be morally virtuous in any sense that we 
can fathom and adjudicate on (or in any sense that we ought to try to 
fathom and adjudicate on). In the passage from Aquinas just quoted, 
his basic idea is: moral goodness as it exists in people must derive 
from God and must therefore reflect what he is. I do not want to 
quarrel with that conclusion here, but it does not seem to me that the 
most perspicuous way of expressing it is to say that God is morally 
good. At any rate, given ways in which people commonly think of 
moral goodness, it is misleading to say that God is morally good if we 
are thinking of God along the lines that Aquinas does. Aquinas thinks 
that cats derive from God and therefore reflect what he is. But he 
never suggesis that we should embrace the slogan ‘God is feline’ 
(albeit he is certainly committed to the conclusion that felinity is 
somehow in God).™ 

Again, Shanley is right to observe that Aquinas says that there is 
justice Gustitta) in God. But consider what that claim amounts to — 
as elaborated in, for example, Summa Theologiae, la.21. Here 
Aquinas says: (1) God is in no sense anything's debtor, so we cannot 
associate (Aristotelian) commutative justice with him; (2) God can be 
said to indulge in distributive justice since he gives what is owed to 
various things. But notice how Aquinas explains what it is for God to 
give what is owed. He clearly does not think that God is (distribu- 
tively) just because he provides for things what some moral law to 
which he is subject says that he should (and is, therefore, a good and 
just God). He says that God is distributively just by being the Creator 
who, by his providence, makes things to be what they deserve to be 
in so far as they are creatures fashioned by him (e.g. he provides 
hands and feet for human beings). He also says that God gives what 
is owed in So far as he brings about what is owed to him. Yet this is 
not the justice that people usually have in mind when commending 
God for being just (or denying that he is just). It is not the justice of 
one who ought or needs to act. in certain ways in order to be deemed 
to be morally respectable. And it is surely significant that in Summa 
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Theologiae, la,21, Aquinas can say: ‘Since the object of will is an 
understood good, God can only will what falis under his wisdom. For 
his wisdom is, as it were, the law of justice by which his will is right 
and just. So he does justly what he does according to his will (as we 
do justly what we do according to law). But we, of course, do things 
according to the law of someone superior to us, while God is a law 
unto himself.” 

With respect to analogical predication, I agree with Shanley that 
(and shal! later be arguing that) goodness is a matter of actuality (that 
to say that X is good is to say that it has succeeded in being in some 
way — that, for example, a good cat is one which actually has what you 
look for in healthy cats).”° But being good as a human being is not, for 
Aquinas, to be what God's goodness is (even though it is a reflection 
of that). In talking about analogical predication (defending the view 
that we can apply some terms to creatures and God analogically) 
Aquinas argues that terms signifying perfections (in creatures) can be 
applied to both creatures and God so long as we realize that nothing 
essentially creaturely can be literally attributed to God. Now we 
might think that ‘being morally good’ (being well behaved) is a per- 
fection in a creature. So we might therefore say that God is morally 
good. But I see no reason to think that Aquinas would have said so. 
His basic line seems to be that the moral goodness of creatures (the 
fact that there are creatures who are morally good) derives from God. 
But he never seems to suggest that their goodness (be it moral or oth- 
erwise) should be taken as a model for God’s goodness (except in the 
sense that, for Aquinas, all goodness is a matter of actuality). I take 
him to be saying (or firmly implying) that being well behaved is not a 
perfection ascribable to God (any more than being able to ride a 
bicycle is).”’ 

Shanley attacks me on Thomistic grounds. What I am saying now 
is that he is not really engaging with what I was saying when claiming 
that God is not a moral agent (or not morally good). And, so I should 
add, what I am currently saying is not intended to deny that God is 
good. For why not say that God is good? Isn't that a biblical teaching? 
And might it not even be defended without reference to biblical texts? 

Actually, and contrary to what one often finds suggested, that God 
is good is not a teaching the Bible emphasizes. Most biblical sen- 
tences directly ascribing goodness to God (and there are not very 
many of them) occur in the Psalms.” But, in these sentences, ‘God is 
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good’ seems regularly to mean that God is faithful to the terms of the 
covenant he (freely and without any obligation) has established with 
Israel (and only with Israel). In Jeremiah 33:11 we also have ‘God is 
good’. But the meaning seems to be the same as that in the Psalms, as 
it also seems to be in Nahum 1:7 (‘The Lord is good, a stronghold in a 
day of trouble; he protects those who take refuge in him’). In the New 
Testament we find ‘God is good’ only in two verses: Mark 10:18 and 
Luke 18:19 Gin both of which Jesus says ‘Why do you call me good? 
No one is good but God alone’).°” Of course, there is plenty of biblical 
talk about goodness. People are told to do good or are said to have 
done good; they receive good things (often from God); various kinds 
of human behaviour are said to be good in God's eyes; and so on. But, 
apart from the verses just mentioned, the Bible does not push the idea 
that God is good. What it typically says is that he is holy, or righteous, 
or just, or faithful, or merciful, or loving.” In doing so, however, it 
does not seem to be commending God for conforming to moral stan- 
dards (or to what we might call ‘universal moral requirements’). 
There are, of course, the verses from Mark and Luke. But it is not 
obvious what they are driving at. Their main function seems to be to 
say that ‘good’ should only be predicated of God (not a typical 
biblical view, just as it is not a typical view in general) — but in what 
sense is not explained. The notion that God is good really only comes 
into its own in post-biblical theological and philosophical reflection 
(maybe because of the influence of St Augustine, who, at one point in 
his life, had real problems with evil considered as a power alongside 
God). Notice, however, that until relatively recently, and in spite of 
what authors like Swinburne say, the notion that God is good has not 
been construed in moral terms.*! 

To illustrate this fact I shall again focus on Aquinas, who several 
times over asks whether God can be said to be good. His answer is 
‘Yes’, but only (i repeat, only) because God is the source of the being 
of everything created. Or, as Aquinas writes in the Summa Theolo- 
giae: 


We should especially associate goodness with God. For something 
is good in so far as it is desirable. But everything desires its per- 
fection, and an effect’s perfection and form consists in resembling 
its efficient cause (since every efficient cause produces an effect. 
like itself). So an efficient cause itself is desirable and good, what 
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is desired from it being a share in resembling it. Clearly then, since 
God is the first efficient cause of everything, goodness and desir- 
ability belong to him. That is why Dionysius ascribes goodness to 
God as to the first efficient cause, saying that we call God good ‘as 


the source of all subsistence’. 


Aquinas is here working in terms of Aristotle’s claim that good is what 
everything desires.” Aquinas thinks that we do not call something 
good unless we take it to be desirable. He also thinks that effects of 
efficient causes reflect their causes’ natures and that the good desired 
by an effect is first of all in its cause. So he reasons that all creatures 
desire (though not necessarily consciously) what is in the first cause 
of all (i.e. God) and that God is therefore good. 

You may not like this argument (to which I shall later be returning). 
What you cannot say, though, is that it is an argument for God being 
morally good (i.e. well behaved). And, quite generally, and in spite of 
what Brian Shanley says against me, Aquinas has no concept of God 
as being good in the sense implied by the philosophers of religion to 
whom I referred above when introducing the notion of God’s moral 
goodness. He does not, of course, want to say that, for example, God 
can determine by fiat whether or not it is right to torture children 
(though there have been some who seem to have embraced this 
position). But neither does he want to say that God’s law forbidding 
such a practice comes from one who has first checked on what is 
right and wrong and then decreed accordingly. His position is that 
God cannot effect (bring about) anything bad, since for God to create 
is for him to bring about what is real, and therefore (at least to some 
extent) good. For Aquinas, it makes no sense to conceive of God as 
producing (and therefore as willing) evil. He also wants to say that 
being perfectly actual, God cannot be thought of as lacking in any 
way. 

As philosophers know well, in debates about God’s goodness it is 
often asked whether God wills something because it is good or 
whether something is good because God wills it. Aquinas, who never 
directly tackles this question (so far as I know), can, I think, be said 
to hold that the answer must be: (a) God wills us to do what is good 
because it is good, and (b) what is good for us to do depends on the 
way in which God has made creatures to be. In terms of this account, 
Aquinas would say that God could never command us to torture 
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children because, in effect, that would involve him in contradicting 
himself, or going against his nature as the source of creaturely 
goodness. And this, of course, is not to suggest that God's goodness 
consists in him acting in accordance with moral norms to which he 
responds in any sense. 

Is Aquinas right when it comes to ascribing goodness to God? I 
shall return to this question later. For the moment, however, let me 
just register the fact that I think that what he says makes sense. If you 
can swallow the notion that the goodness of creatures reflects what 
is in God before it is in them, then you might be able to agree (as I do) 
that in seeking what is good for us we are seeking what lies in God — 
which gives us a reason for saying that there is goodness in God. 
Furthermore, if, like Aquinas, you take ‘X is perfect’ to mean ‘X 
cannot be improved’ (and if you are happy to take ‘good’ and ‘perfect’ 
as possibly interchangeable, in some contexts anyway), then, like 
Aquinas, you will think that God is good (perfect) since (being 
immutable, being something that cannot undergo real change) he is 
not something of which it makes sense to say that it is capable of 
improvement (to be God is to be all that it takes to be divine, with no 
possibility of improvement). In agreeing with Aquinas on these 
matters, though, you will not (as I hope should seem obvious) be 
conceding that God is well behaved and, for that reason, is a moral 
agent or is morally good. 


Moving on 


As D. Z. Phillips says, much contemporary discussion of God and evil 
(the present state of the art on it, so we might say) reads like an end- 
of-term report on God’s performance.” Foes of God deny that he has 
done as well as he should from the moral point of view. God’s friends, 
on the other hand, make moral excuses for him. I have been arguing 
that it is wrong to suppose that God is morally good. I have also been 
arguing that. an end-of-term report on his moral standing (whether 
favourable or unfavourable) would simply fail to engage with what he 
is. It would be confusing the Creator with some of his creatures. It 
would be grounded in a category mistake, since it would take God to 
be something that he could not be. Suppose I complain that a partic- 
ular tennis player is not scoring many goals. You would rightly reply 
that tennis players are not in the business of scoring goals. That is 


103 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


what football players are about. By the same token, so I am arguing, 
we have reason to deny that God should be thought of as morally 
good or bad and we therefore have reason to deny that God is a moral 
agent. Or as R. F. Holland nicely puts it: 


It makes sense for us to have or fail to have moral reasons for our 
doings and refrainings because as human beings we are members 
of a moral community. We have been born and brought up in a 
shared form of life in which there are, as there would be in any 
other form of human life, customs and traditions; ideas, more than 
one set of them perhaps, about what it is for instance to keep or 
break faith with another, what ways of behaving incur ignominy, 
what it is to treat someone well or badly, what justice and injustice 
are ... But God is not a member of a moral community or of any 
community. To be sure there are small ‘g’ gods who have been con- 
ceived in that way, like those of the ancient Greeks: such gods are 
like fairies. To credit the one true God with having a moral reason 
for doing anything is to conceive Him in the manner of Greek 
popular religion as a being among beings instead of the absolute 
being who is the Creator of the world. When ‘God’ is conceived as 
a one among many he becomes subjectable to moral judgement; 
and within a moral community of course it would make perfectly 
good sense for the one by whom, or let us say the chief one by 
whom we are judged, to be submitted to our moral judgement.” 


One might, I suppose, take issue with Holland’s claim that God is not 
‘a being among beings’. One might argue that God must be a being if 
he exists, and that, if there are beings other than God, then God is a 
being among beings. Yet this would be to miss the point that Holland 
seems to be making. He is not, I am assuming, denying God’s exis- 
tence. He is concerned with what divine reality amounts to. And he is 
suggesting that it does not amount to being an item in the universe. As 
I have already argued, that is a plausible suggestion. Holland is there- 
fore right, I think, to press it so as to challenge the notion that God is 
‘amember of a moral community’ — or, in my language, a moral agent. 

If that challenge is cogent, something of considerable importance 
follows when it comes to how we should approach the topic of God 
and evil. As I have tried to explain, people often turn to this topic on 
the supposition that God, if he exists, is morally good. These people 
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see ‘the problem of evil’ as (among other things) calling on us to take 
sides on the question of God’s moral integrity. If that view is based on 
a category mistake, however, then there simply is no problem of evil 
as they conceive it to be. Whether we believe in God or not, we need 
no more worry as to whether or not he is well behaved than we need 
worry as to whether or not tennis players score goals. 

Yet suppose that we wish to insist on defending God’s moral integrity. 
Can we do so in any cogent way? As I noted in Chapter 1, friends of 
God have often argued that his moral goodness can be defended in 
spite of the reality of evil since there are valuable things which God 
might not be able to bring about without allowing or risking certain 
evils. So let me now turn to some versions of that line of thought. 
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Wrong (Penguin Books: Harmondsworth, 1977). 
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For discussion of the extent to which these texts support a notion of 
creation ex nihilo see Paul Copan and William Lane Craig, Creation out 
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must worship in spirit and truth’) it seems to be an allusion to what God 
imparts to people, this being something to do with his very being (with 
echoes of Old Testament talk about the ‘spirit of God’, conceived of as 
life, force, power, and so on). For more on the lack of Old Testament 
teaching on God's incorporeality, see Walther Eichrodt, Theology of the 
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asking ‘How come the universe as opposed to nothing?’, one cannot reply 
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called ‘Ontological Argument’ for God’s existence (in various texts 
Aquinas rejects a version of this argument). All the same, though, both of 
us are noting what cannot be true of God given that there is a God (we 
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D. Z. Phillips, The Concept of Prayer (Routledge and Kegan Paul: 
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I associate ‘duty’ and ‘obligation’ talk with writers working within a 
Kantian tradition, and with ethical intuitionists such as H. A. Prichard 
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As noted earlier, Genesis 1:26 tantalizingly speaks of people being made 
in God's ‘image’ according to his ‘likeness’. There is, however, no reason 
to suppose that this verse is licensing the suggestion that God seriously 
resembles human beings, even morally good ones. It seems basically to 
be comparing God and people on the ground that, like God, people have 
a kind of sovereignty. Note that Genesis 1:26 in its entirety reads: “Then 
God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 
likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the 
birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over the wild animals of the earth, 
and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”’ And Genesis 
1:27 begins: ‘So God created humankind in his image’. 

In so far as they do so they are, at any rate, subscribing to a position 
verbally at odds with Christian orthodoxy. This tells us that God is three 
persons in one substance, not that God is a person (or three persons in 
one person). And, of course, and as I noted above, ‘person’ in classical 
trinitarian discussions does not mean what, for example, Descartes took 
himself essentially to be. 

I take it that when philosophers say that God is a person they are taking 
human beings as paradigm examples of persons - as, for example, 
Richard Swinburne does in ch. 7 of The Coherence of Theism. (Swin- 
burne does not take God to be all that human persons are; he believes 
that there are differences between them. Nevertheless, his defence of the 
coherence of ‘God is a person’ starts with an account of what he takes 
people to be.) 

See Samuel Balentine, The Hidden God: The Hiding of the Face of God 
in the Old Testament (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1983}. 

See Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, vol. 1, pp. 270ff. 

Genesis 3:8; Isaiah 40:28. 

Psalm 24:8; 44:4. 

Isaiah 42:14; Deuteronomy 32:11; Hosea 5:12. 

Ezekiel 1:28; Exodus 33:18-23. 

Summa. Theologiae, \a.1.9. 

See Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, vol. 1, pp. 339ff. See 
also Edmond Jacob, Theology of the Old Testament, tr. Arthur W. Heath- 
cote and Philip J. Allcock (Harper and Brothers: New York, 1958), 
pp. 94 ff. 

To say that one shall do such and such is, among people, to make a 
promise. And people able to make promises are, surely, moral agents. But 
when biblical authors talk of God’s righteousness they are clearly not 
taking him to be a human being making a promise. They are obviously 
taking him to be one who has declared what he shall do. 

See K. L. Onesti and M. T. Brauch, ‘Righteousness’, in Gerald F. Haw- 
thorne and Ralph P. Martin (eds), Dictionary of Paul and his Letters 
(Inter-Varsity Press: Downers Grove, Ill, 1993), p. 829: ‘Righteousness 
[sc. in the Old Testament] is not primarily an ethical quality; rather it 
characterizes the character or action of God who deals rightly within the 
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covenant relationship and who established how others are to act within 
that relationship.’ 

See Isaiah 29:16. 

See the article ‘Righteousness in the New Testament’ in The Interpreter’s 
Dictionary of the Bible (Abingdon Press: New York and Nashville, 1962): 
‘Tf, as has been stated, righteousness is to be understood basically as a 
relational term, then it is also true that it cannot mean basically “con- 
formity to a (moral) norm”... Aside from the fact that righteousness as 
meaning conformity to a moral norm would mean that God too conforms 
to this norm, since God is called “righteous” (an idea incompatible with 
the NT view of God's sovereignty), such an understanding makes it diffi- 
cult to see how the term “righteousness” can so often be applied to God’s 
saving act on behalf of those who are supremely unrighteous and thus 
morally delinquent (Rom. 5:8, among others)... The clear statement of 
Paul that no man is counted righteous before God on the basis of works 
should be enough to eliminate moral conformity from consideration 
(Gal. 3:11 ete.).’ 

If we take a moral agent to be subject to duties, then it is perhaps worth 
noting that Immanuel Kant can be invoked as denying that God is a moral 
agent. In, for example, ‘Toward Perpetual Peace’ he explicitly asserts 
that God ‘is the only being to whom the concept of duty is inapplicable’. 
See Immanuel Kant, Practical Philosophy, ed. and tr. Mary J. Gregor 
(Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1996), p. 323. 

I stress ‘some’ here because Old Testament worries about people who 
suffer do not extend to non-Jews. In Old Testament texts there is no 
concern raised when it comes to suffering people overseas (so to speak). 
For more on all this see James L. Crenshaw (ed.), Theodicy in the Old 
Testament (Fortress Press: Philadelphia, 1983). Pain and suffering is, of 
course, the major concern of the book of Job. As I have noted, however, 
that work is clearly not endorsing a view of God as subject to moral 
demands. Quite the contrary, as should be obvious even from a casual 
reading of it. 

My knowledge of Jewish and Islamic discussions of God is limited, but I 
would be surprised to find classical post-biblical Jewish authors, or 
Islamic authors in general, having any time for the suggestion that it 
makes sense to ask whether or not God is morally justified for doing, or 
not doing, X, Y, or Z. 

For Aquinas on God and the act of sin (actus peccati) see Summa 
Theologiae, lallae.79.2: ‘The act of sin not only belongs to the realm of 
being but it is also an act. And from both these points of view it somehow 
comes from God.’ I quote from vol. 25 of the Blackfriars edition of the 
Summa Theologiae (Eyre and Spottiswoode: London and McGraw-Hill: 
New York, 1969). 

Aquinas wrote a commentary on the book of Job: The Literal Exposition 
on Job, tr. Anthony Damico (Scholars Press: Atlanta, 1989}. As you will 
see if you read it, however, he does not there engage in the task of 
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morally exonerating God. For more on this see Eleonore Stump, ‘Aquinas 
on the Sufferings of Job’, repr. in Eleonore Stump (ed.), Reasoned Faith 
(Cornell University Press: Ithaca and London, 1993). 

In Brian Davies (ed.), Philosophy of Religion: A Guide to the Subject 
(Cassell: London, 1998). 

Brian Shanley, The Thomist Tradition (Kluwer Academic Publishers: 
Dordrecht and London, 2002), ch. 5. 

Ibid., p. 115. 

Ibid., p. 116. 

I quote from vol. 23 of the Blackfriars edition of the Summa Theologiae 
(Eyre and Spottiswoode: London, and McGraw-Hill: New York, 1969). 
Elementary, my dear Watson. You can always deduce something about 
causes from their effects. 


. see Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ta.15.3. 
55. 
56. 


Ibid., [a.21.1 ad 2 (my translation). 

Here I am simply assuming that ‘good’ is an attributive adjective as 
applied to things in the world and that it can be used when talking of all 
sorts of things (not just moral agents). So I take it that there can be good 
meals, good washing machines, and good cats — meaning healthy, fit, 
thriving ones. And so on. More on this later. 

Can God ride a bicycle? If we suppose that ‘God is omnipotent’ means 
that ‘God can ——’ might be filled in by any phrase which captures what 
can be done by people, then Aquinas would say ‘No’. On his account, God 
is omnipotent because he can bring about the existence of anything of 
which it makes sense to say that it exists. More on this later. 

See Psalms 34:8; 54:6; 69:16; 86:5; 100:5; 106:1; 107:1; 118:1; 119:29; 135:3; 
136:1. 

What are these verses asserting? Nothing, it seems to me, in defence of 
the proposition ‘God is morally good’ as I am construing it. And I find 
little to contradict this conclusion in what contemporary biblical critics 
have to say about them. Hence, for example, in The Gospel of Luke (Litur- 
gical Press: Collegeville, Minn., 1991) Luke Timothy Johnson suggests 
that ‘Jesus’s response is the reflex deflection of human praise in favor of 
God as source of all being or goodness’ (p. 276). Suppose that Johnson's 
exegesis (a fairly common one) is right. We still do not have a clear state- 
ment to the effect that God is morally good (in my sense). On Johnson's 
reading, if I interpret it rightly, Jesus is effectively saying, ‘Stop flattering 
me; focus on God and start from there.’ For a reading of ‘No one is good 
but God alone’ which compares with Johnson's, see I. Howard Marshal, 
The Gospel of Luke (Paternoster Press: Exeter, 1979), p. 684. 

It is sometimes said that, for the Bible, God's love is an ethical attribute 
of him. But I cannot imagine why anyone should think that. Talking of 
God's love as recorded in Hosea (a book big on God loving), Walther 
Eichrodt (rightly to my mind) observes: ‘This demonstration of the way 
in which the concept of love is worked out in history is far removed from 
any attempt to reduce the love of God to a rational principle. to turn it 
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into some sort of “ethical law of the universe”. This is ruled out first by 
the strong emphasis on the inexplicable and paradoxical character of 
God’s love, which is portrayed in terms of the wooing of a wanton — an 
absolutely grotesque proceeding, flying in the face equally of morality 
and of justice’ (Theology of the Old Testament, vol. 1, p. 252). 

Maybe lots of religious believers from the time of the New Testament to 
the modern period have actually construed God’s goodness in moral 
terms. And if that is the case, then I look forward to seeing the evidence 
supporting it. But | am not aware of any serious evidence to support it. 
Aquinas, Summa. Theologiae, la.6.1 (my translation). 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1.1, 1094a3. 

See Aquinas, Summa. Theologiae, Ia.6.2-3. | have defended these ways of 
thinking in Philosophy of Religion: A Guide to the Subject, pp. 185ff. 

D. Z. Phillips, The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God (SCM Press: 
London, 2004), p. 149. 

R. F. Holland, ‘On the Form of “The Problem of Evil”, in R. F. Holland, 
Against Empiricism (Blackwell: Oxford, 1980), pp. 237f. 
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It sometimes happens that in order to obtain something we take to be 
good we have to put up with what we really do not like. For example, 
if 1 want a holiday in Hawaii, I shall have to endure a plane trip, and I 
truly hate flying. Then again, a dentist who wants to relieve you of 
your toothache (a good end, presumably) may have to drill or extract 
one of your teeth (not very desirable, so most people would think), 
and a doctor who wants to save your life may have to arrange for you 
to undergo surgery with very unpleasant after-effects. We are, indeed, 
often the victims of means when it comes to our ends — a thought 
which, as I have noted, has struck some of God’s friends who are 
anxious to defend him in the face of evil. We do not suppose that 
surgeons are bad when they hack into people, because we take them 
to be trying to save lives (or to improve lives) in the only way they 
can. Might we not, therefore, correspondingly think that God’s 
goodness is not compromised by evils in the world since they can be 
viewed as used by him, or as permitted by him, in order to bring about 
goods which cannot exist without them? 

In response to this question one might first be tempted to say that 
God can hardly be bound by means in order to arrive at an end. 
People, certainly, are often so bound. But God is not a limited human 
being, so can he not (in Monopoly™ fashion, as it were) go directly to 
ends without passing through means? Is not his being able to do this 
actually entailed by the traditional claim that he is omnipotent? The 
right answer to this question is, I think, ‘No’, though to explain this I 
must now say something about the notion of God’s omnipotence. 
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Omnipotence, means and ends 


When thinking of God’s omnipotence it is not a good idea to start with 
the notion that ‘God is omnipotent’ means that God can do anything 
that can be done. For there are obviously things that can be done 
which God cannot do. Since he is incorporeal, he cannot, for 
instance, ride a bicycle. Nor can he walk to work, take a bath, dig a 
trench, or scratch himself.’ 

When thinking of God’s omnipotence it is also not a good idea to 
suppose that God can produce what is logically impossible — that he 
can, for example, make a cat which is also an elephant, or arrange for 
it to be false that a whole is greater than any of its parts. If they are 
to make any sense at all, statements of the form ‘God can bring it 
about that __’ need to be followed by strings of words which do 
not cancel themselves out given their meaning. I take it that what we 
mean by ‘cat’ and ‘elephant’ cancel themselves out in ‘Some cat is an 
elephant’. I also presume that what we mean by ‘whole’ and ‘part’ 
cancel themselves out in ‘Some whole is smaller than any of its parts’. 
These last two sentences do not report anything that could possibly 
be true (given the meanings of the terms that occur in them). So it 
would seem ludicrous to suppose that God could bring it about that 
they actually manage to do So. 

It does not follow from this, however, that we cannot attach sense 
to the claim that God is omnipotent. If God is the Maker of all things, 
then he can also make what is not but can be. So he can bring it about 
that whatever can be thought without contradiction to exist actually 
does exist. Or as Aquinas says: 


Everyone confesses that God is omnipotent. But it seems hard to 
explain just what his omnipotence amounts to, since one might 
wonder about the meaning of ‘all’ when someone says that. God 
can do all. Yet looked at aright, when we say that God can do 
everything we are best understood as meaning this: since power is 
relative to what is possible, divine power can do everything that is 
possible, and that is why we call God omnipotent. 

According to Aristotle [Metaphysics IV.2, 1019b34] there are 
two senses of ‘possible’: one relative, and the other absolute. We 
use the first sense with an cye on some particular power. Thus, for 
example, we say that what falls under human power is possible for 
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us. But we should not say that God is omnipotent because he can 
do everything that created natures can do, for his power extends to 
many more things. Yet if we say that God is omnipotent because he 
can do everything possible to his power, our explanation of 
omnipotence goes round in a circle — stating nothing more than 
that God is omnipotent because he can do all that he can do. 

So, employing the second sense of ‘possible’, we should 
conclude that we call God omnipotent because he can do every- 
thing that is absolutely possible. We judge something to be 
absolutely possible or impossible from the implication of terms: 
absolutely possible when a predicate is compatible with a subject 
(as in ‘Socrates is seated’); absolutely impossible when it is not so 
compatible (as in ‘Human beings are donkeys’). 

Consider this: since every agent produces an effect like itself, 
every active power has a possible objective corresponding to the 
nature of the activity which the active power is for. Thus, for 
example, the power of heating supposes that things can be heated. 
But God’s being, on which the notion of his power is based, is 
infinite existing, not limited to any kind of being, but possessing in 
itself the perfection of all existing. So, whatever can have the 
nature of being falls within the range of things that are absolutely 
possible, and we call God omnipotent with respect to these. 

Nothingness, and only that, contradicts the real meaning of 
being. So, whatever implies simultaneous existing and non-existing 
is contrary to what is absolutely possible and subject to God’s 
omnipotence. For that which is contradictory is not subject to 
God’s omnipotence — not because of a lack of power in God, but 
because it simply does not have the nature of being something 
achievable or possible. So, whatever does not imply a contradic- 
tion is included in the class of possible things with respect to 
which we call God omnipotent. But nothing implying a contradic- 
tion falls within God’s power, since all such things are impossible. 
The best thing to say, however, is that they cannot be brought 
about, not that God cannot bring them about. Nor is this against 
the angel’s saying, ‘No word shall be impossible with God.” For a 
contradiction in terms cannot be a word, since no mind can 
conceive it.” 
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Aquinas is here effectively denying that ‘God is omnipotent’ means 
that God can ride a bicycle or engage in comparable feats. He is also 
denying that God can bring it about that what is logically impossible 
is actually the case. Aquinas is saying that, as Creator, God can bring 
about anything which can be thought to have been brought about. His 
basic idea is: if it can be thought to be, then God (as Creator) can 
make it to be. 

Yet this account of omnipotence, with which I agree (for reasons 
that should be clear from what J have said in previous chapters), does 
not entail that God can bring every X about without also bringing 
about some Y. It does not entirely release God from a dependence on 
means when it comes to ends. I cannot get myself to Hawaii without 
a plane trip (or without a means of getting there which I might think 
to be as awful as a plane trip). So I am subject to a constraint when it 
comes to ends and means. Yet God must, in a similar way, be subject 
to comparable constraints. For consider the following questions: 


(1) Can God bring it about that the offspring of a cat is a cow? 


(2) Can God bring it about that I am a hero without having brought it 
about that I once faced danger? 


I suggest that the answer to both of these questions is ‘No’. 

Perhaps God can create a cow which has no parent cows. This 
would be a cow which came to be by the direct action of God and by 
the action of nothing else. It would be a cow which came about by 
virtue of what Aquinas would have called a miracle.’ But it would not 
be the offspring of a cat. Cats are things with a particular biological 
make-up, one which does not allow them to give birth to cows. So ¥f, 
without working a miracle, God aims to get offspring from cats, he is 
going to have to settle for offspring that are feline. In this sense, he 
needs cats as a means to there being kittens, and he needs something 
other than cats for there to be bovine offspring. 

(zod will also have to put me in a dangerous situation if he is going 
to make me a hero. Perhaps God can miraculously bring it about that 
there is someone (call him Fred) who is brave and courageous from 
the moment he is created. Fred, however, cannot be a hero if he has 
not faced danger and risen to the occasion. There is a conceptual con- 
nection between ‘being a hero’ and ‘having faced danger’. People 
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cannot be actually heroic unless they have first been placed in a 
context calling for courage. So if God aims for there to be heroes, he 
needs danger as a means. Similarly, he needs cancer for there to be 
people who die gracefully from it, and he needs genocide for there to 
be people who repent of having committed it. Even an omnipotent 
God cannot bring it about that Mary died gracefully of cancer if Mary 
did not have cancer. Even an omnipotent God cannot bring it about 
that those who repent of genocide have nothing of which to repent. 


The Free Will Defence 


So God is clearly (and in general) at least to some extent constrained 
by means, ones which we might think of as necessary for him given 
that he aims to produce certain outcomes. But can we use this 
thought in order to exonerate God when it comes to evils that exist in 
our world? As I noted in Chapter 1, many have said that we can. 
Working on the assumption that God is morally good, they have said 
that evils in the world serve good purposes which God cannot achieve 
without them. In particular, they have said that moral evil is some- 
thing that God might have to put up with in a good cause. Here we 
come to the Free Will Defence, according to which: (a) freedom is 
highly desirable; (b) if God creates free creatures he blamelessly runs 
the risk of them acting badly; (c) the evil freely perpetrated by crea- 
tures is no indication of God’s moral badness. 

Few, [ suppose, would quarrel with (a). Of course there are people 
who seem hell-bent on curbing the freedom of others. Even these 
individuals, however, value their own freedom, and most of us would 
regard them as misguided in some way for wanting to suppress the 
freedom of their fellows, One might, perhaps, suggest that freedom as 
such is not intrinsically desirable — that it is not something we should 
want to be present in all things at all costs. And this seems a sensible 
kind of view. Our world would become pretty horrific if everything 
suddenly developed the ability to make choices — if desks, for 
example, could suddenly decide to jump on us, or if planets could 
choose to engage in a cosmic version of football. Yet freedom in 
people is surely a good thing, even though it might be hard to say why. 

For present purposes [ am assuming that people have freedom if 
they are able to make choices which reflect their goals or intentions. 
On my account, Peter has freedom if he is able to choose between 
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alternative courses of action, if his behaviour can (at least some- 
times) reflect his purposes. In my view, therefore, Peter has no 
freedom at time ¢t if someone is coercing him at ¢. In my view, also, 
Peter has no freedom at ¢ if, at £, his behaviour is forced on him by 
what (apart from people) acts on him so as to bring it about that he 
cannot but do what he does (as would be the case, for example, if 
Peter vomits because of Some noxious substance he has swallowed). 

Yet why is it good that people should be free in this sense?’ A 
problem here is that we (or, at least, most of us) would not value 
people less if we came to believe that human freedom is an illusion of 
some kind. There are philosophers who, for various reasons, argue 
that we are not, in fact, free and that everything we do is what we 
cannot but do.° I doubt, however, that such thinkers love their 
families and friends any less than those who dispute their position. 
With this thought in mind one might well wonder why human 
freedom should be invoked in defence of God given what people get 
up to. Suppose that God made a world containing people whose 
behaviour was determined by him — behaviour that never resulted in 
harm or pain or suffering. Should such a world be less valued than 
one in which people acting freely wreak all sorts of havoc? If, having 
philosophically concluded that people have no freedom, we can still 
love our families and friends, then arguably not. 

Yet we do, it seems, rate human freedom highly. The best justifica- 
tion I can come up with for doing so goes like this: 


(1) X is better than Y if X is able to do more than Y can. 

(2) Something having freedom can do more than something lacking 
freedom. 

(3) So X is better than Y if X has freedom and Y does not. 


With respect to (1) I am thinking that, for example, a cat should be 
deemed superior to a desk since it can run around, enjoy food, and 
procreate. With respect to (2) my idea is that something able to act 
with purposes of its own (e.g. a free human being) is superior to 
something incapable of this (e.g. a desk). What I am saying at this 
point, however, clearly depends on value judgements which not 
everyone might share, and | do not think that these judgements can 
be justified in any kind of knockdown fashion. It is not, I think, hard 
to argue that, given two things of the same kind, one of them is better 
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than the other. We might well be able, I think, to justify the conclusion 
that, for example, Sara is a better cook than Robert, for we have stan- 
dards when it comes to cooking and can evaluate Sara and Robert 
with respect to them. Yet it seems to me that we flounder somewhat 
when we try to explain why things of one kind are better than things 
of another — that, for example, things which have freedom are better 
than things which lack it. 

Be that as it may, I shall not now dispute the claim that it is good 
for there to be people who have freedom. I do, however, want to deny 
that God is to be morally exonerated for the reason that, willing the 
good of human freedom, he has to put up with what people freely 
choose to do. That is because I dispute the reasoning that leads up to 
this conclusion. Typically, it runs as follows: 


(1) If people act freely, then what they choose to do is up to them 
only. 

(2) So if God wants to create freely acting people, he has to create 
things that can choose to do what is up to them only. 

(3) If God wants to create freely acting people, he therefore has to 
put up with what they choose to do. 


Here are some representative examples of philosophical writings 
which display this pattern of argument (the first of which I also 
quoted in Chapter 1): 


(1) ‘Of course, it is up to God whether to create free creatures at all; 
but if he aims to produce moral good, then he must create signif- 
icantly free creatures upon whose cooperation he must depend. 
Thus is the power of an omnipotent God limited by the freedom 
he confers on creatures.” 


(2) ‘It is not logically possible for an agent to make another agent 
such that necessarily he freely does only good actions. Hence if a 
being G creates a free agent, he gives to the agent power of choice 
between alternative actions, and how he will exercise that power 
is something which G cannot control while the agent remains 
free. It is a good thing that there exist free agents, but a logically 
necessary consequence of their existence is that their power to 
choose to do evil actions may sometimes be realized. The price is 
worth paying, however, for the existence of agents performing 
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free actions remains a good thing even if they sometimes do evil. 
Hence it is not logically possible that a creator create free crea- 


tures “such that necessarily they do not do evil actions”. 


(3) ‘It is a great good that humans have a certain sort of free will 
which | shall call free and responsible choice, but. . . [i]f they do, 
then necessarily there will be the natural possibility of moral evil 
...A God who gives humans such free will necessarily brings 
about the possibility, and puts [moral evil] outside his own 
control whether or not it occurs. It is not logically possible — that 
is, it would be self-contradictory to suppose — that God could give 
us such free will and yet ensure that we always use it in the right 


way.” 


(4 


4 


‘In a world inhabited by significantly free persons, whether there 
is moral evil or not depends upon these free persons. It is up to 
them whether they will choose to do right or wrong in a morally 
significant situation. If they are capable of doing right, at the 
same time they are capable of doing wrong. If they choose to do 
wrong, God cannot prevent them from doing that wrong, or even 
choosing it, without removing their significant freedom.’ 


As I say, lam not in sympathy with this line of thinking, so let me now 
try to explain why. 

To begin with, let me stress that I do not wish to deny the reality 
of human freedom. Since philosophers have offered conflicting 
accounts of what that involves, to say so might seem somewhat unin- 
formative. So let me flesh out my position a little, drawing on what I 
wrote earlier in this chapter. 

We can, I think, distinguish between behaviour and action. If my 
leg goes into a spasm and causes me to knock a chair over, then 
behaviour of a kind is ascribable to me. By ‘behaviour’ here I mean 
any bodily process which we go through. So inadvertently knocking 
a chair over is, on my count, a piece of behaviour. The same would be 
true of rolling over in bed while asleep, sweating, or shifting one’s 
position slightly while concentrating on a novel by Jane Austen. Yet 
none of these examples involve behaviour undergone with a purpose. 
I take a purpose to be ascribable to someone who can answer the 
question ‘With a view to what did you do that?’ Hence, for example, I 
would say that if John can say something like ‘Because I wanted to 
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get my hands on his money’ in reply to ‘Why did you break into Fred's 
house?’, a purpose can be ascribed to John. He is acting for reasons that 
he has. He is acting intentionally. Such action is readily distinguishable 
from the examples of behaviour Just given. If my leg goes into a spasm 
and causes me to knock a chair over, it would be silly of you to ask ‘With 
a view to what did you do that?’ It would be equally misplaced to wake 
sleepers up and ask them why they rolled over in bed, or to ask people 
why they shifted position slightly while intent on something else. 
Aquinas, for example, distinguishes between ‘acts of a human being’ 
(actiones hominis) and ‘human acts’ (actiones humanae). This distinc- 
tion matches my contrast between ‘behaviour’ and ‘action’."! 

Now | take it that being able to act for reasons of one’s own, to be 
able to act intentionally, is to be able to act freely. We do not always 
act in this way. We do not do so when, for example, we fall asleep 
because someone has given us an anaesthetic, or when our hand 
moves an object because someone is manipulating our hand. Some- 
times, however, we act without being caused to do what we do by 
anything else in the world. The explanation for what we do some- 
times lies in ourselves, not in the nature of causal properties of things 
other than us. Some philosophers have argued that there are no free 
actions in this sense. They have suggested that everything we do is 
comparable to everything a computer does given its make-up and the 
action on it of other things (mostly ourselves). Yet this is a position 
than can hardly be argued for. If everything we say comes from our 
mouths in the way that words appear on computer screens, then it is 
difficult to see how any dialogue between people could occur. As 
Herbert McCabe writes: ‘If your words come from your mouth as 
automatically as the sounds come from a tape-recorder, then two 
people apparently engaged in discussion are in no different position 
from two tape-recorders playing simultaneously: they are both con- 
tributing to the noise that is being made but cannot be said to be 
engaged in communication with each other.’ 

So I am not denying that people have freedom (at least in one 
commonly understood sense of ‘freedom’). Not everything they do is 
freely chosen by them (e.g. rolling over in bed while asleep). Yet, so I 
am happy to agree, they can sometimes (by choosing to do so) act 
independently and without being constrained by other things in the 
world. [ am even willing to offer an argument for the conclusion that 
people are free in this sense. It runs thus: 
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(1) Things which lack freedom are constrained in the sense that what 
they can do is limited to what they are by nature. Thus, for 
example, stones are at the mercy of gravity, and balloons filled 
with helium can only rise upwards. 

(2) People, like stones and balloons, are constrained in various ways. 
Like stones, they fall when dropped from a height. Like balloons, 
they rise when flying on an aircraft. 

(3) Unlike stones and balloons, however, people can recognize alter- 
natives. For they can view objects under different descriptions. A 
healthy and hungry dog confronted by a steak will see it only as 
something to be eaten. Human beings, however, can view steaks 
differently ~ e.g. as ‘things which I ought to avoid given my heart 
condition’, ‘things which I ought to tuck into given that I want to 
look like a muscle god’, ‘things which I want to see abolished 
given my beliefs about animal rights’, ‘things which I should avoid 
on Good Friday given my religious beliefs’, and so on. 

(4) So people can act with a view to alternatives. They can choose 
between doing this and doing that given the beliefs and desires 
that they have to start with. 

(5) So people are (at least sometimes) able to make free choices 
since, because they can recognize alternative ways of thinking 
about things. They are not (like stones and balloons) forced into 
only one way of moving onwards. 


My view is that our ability to understand the world under many dif- 
ferent descriptions constitutes a ground for thinking that people can 
act with reasons of their own and can, therefore, be thought of as 
things to which freedom can be ascribed. 

However, whether I am right or wrong here does not for my 
present purposes matter when it comes to the Free Will Defence. 
What really matters is what the Defence argues on the presumption, 
however it might be justified, that people are able to act freely. For, 
having insisted on the reality and value of human freedom, all forms 
of the Free Will Defence proceed to speak about human freedom as 
though it existed independently of God’s causal action. They all argue 
that when people actually act freely they are somehow acting outside 
of God’s causality. Supporters of the Free Will Defence nearly always 
agree that the world is continually sustained by God. Yet they also 
want to say that when I make a choice, God is not causally operative 
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in my choosing as I do. They lay responsibility for my choices on me 
while suggesting that God adopts a ‘hands-off’ attitude to them — as 
some kind of observer or onlooker. And here, it seems to me, lies the 
most serious objection to the Free Will Defence. 

For exponents of the Defence are forgetting that God is the 
Creator, the source of the existence (the continued and total exis- 
tence) of everything other than himself. If God is this, however, then 
my making a choice has to be something that God is making to be. If 
everything that exists owes its existence to God, then God must be 
the source of my free actions, not someone who merely observes 
them, permits them, or somehow merely supports (what could that 
mean?) a context in which they are caused by me and not by God. To 
think otherwise, it seems to me, can only stem from the conviction 
that God is really an item in the universe, something able to distance 
itself from its fellows so as to let them act independently of its causal- 
ity. Yet God, I have argued, is not an item in the universe. As making 
the world to be, his causality extends to everything that exists, and 
free choices are as real as anything else in the world. If you think that 
Mount Everest needs God to account for its being as opposed to not 
being (for as long as it is), then you ought to think that all human 
choices need God to account for them being (and therefore being 
what they are) as opposed to not being. There can be no such thing as 
a creaturely reality which is not produced or creatively made to be by 
God. 

Someone who brings this point out well is Antony Flew. Referring 
to what he calls ‘the essential theist doctrine of Divine creation’, he 
contests the Free Will Defence by suggesting that it has to be mis- 
guided if God is indeed the Creator. The claim that God is, he says, 


apparently requires that, whether or not the creation had a begin- 
ning, all created beings — all creatures, that is ~ are always utterly 
dependent on God as their sustaining cause. God is here the First 
Cause in a procession which is not temporally sequential." 


In proceeding as though this were not the case, the Free Will Defence 
is worthless as a piece of theistic apologetic. In saying so, I am not 
denying everything its defenders seem concerned to insist on. I am 
not saying that there is no such thing as human freedom. Neither am 
I denying its value.’ I am, however, insisting that, whatever human 
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freedom amounts to, it cannot be causally independent of God as 
making it to be even as it is exercised." If it were, then it would not 
exist at all. Or, as Aquinas writes: 


Just as God not only gave being to things when they first began, but 
is also — as the conserving cause of being — the cause of their being 
as long as they last... so he not only gave things their operative 
powers when they were first created, but is also the cause of these 
in things. Hence, if this divine influence stopped, every operation 
would stop. Every operation, therefore, of anything is traced back 
to him as its cause.” 


As Aquinas also argues, God ‘causes everything's activity in as much 
as he gives it the power to act, maintains it in existence, applies it to 
its activity, and in as much as it is by his power that every other power 
acts’.’’ For Aquinas, since ‘the very act of free choice goes back to 
God as its cause, whatever people freely do on their own must fall 
under God's providence’.'* This conclusion strikes me as inescapable 
given that God is the source of the existence (and continued exis- 
tence) of everything in the universe. Belief in God as Creator seems 
plainly incompatible with the way in which God is conceived of by 
adherents to the Free Will Defence. Viewed in terms of this belief, the 
Defence looks positively idolatrous.'” As Rowan Williams says: 


Plenty of theologians have pointed out that, if God is conceived as 
acting in a punctiliar way, the divine action is determined by some- 
thing other than itself; likewise if God is conceived as ‘reacting’ to 
anything. If either of these conceptualities gets a foothold in our 
thinking about God, we ascribe to God a context for God’s action: 
God is (like us) an agent in an environment, who must ‘negotiate’ 
purposes and desires in relation to other agencies and presences. 
But God is not an item in any environment, and God’s action has 
been held, in orthodox Christian thought, to be identical with 
God’s being — that is, what God does is nothing other than God’s 
being actively real. Nothing could add to or diminish this, because 
God does not belong to an environment where the divine life could 
be modified by anything else. God is the empowering source of 
anything other than God being real, that is, the ultimate ‘activator’ 
of all particular agency.” 


123 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


Does it not therefore follow, however, that freedom really is an 
illusion? Does not my rejection of the Free Will Defence amount to an 
argument for philosophical (or theological) determinism? Exponents 
of the Free Will Defence would presumably say that it does. On their 
account an action of mine cannot be free if what is not me causes it 
to be (and therefore causes it to be as it is — since something can only 
be by being as it is). And it is easy to see why one might think this. 
Indeed, it seems to be generally true that what I do cannot be freely 
chosen by me if my choosing is caused by what is not me. If I hit a 
table because you are gripping my wrist and forcing my arm to the 
table, then [ am surely not freely hitting the table. If I lunge from the 
left to the right because a drug is acting on me, then I do not freely 
move from left to right. Yet is it so obvious that if God causes me to 
do something, I am thereby unfree in what I do? 

If God were an item in the universe acting on me so as to produce 
a change in me, then the answer to this question would presumably 
be ‘Yes’. As I argued in Chapter 3, however, God is not an item in the 
universe, and he does not effect changes in creatures by acting on 
them so as to tenker with them or modify them. As bringing it about 
that created things undergo various changes, God cannot be thought 
of as interfering with them or as intervening in their careers. Yet | 
undergo a change when I make a free decision. So it seems to follow 
that, even though my doing so is caused by God, it is not the case that 
God is therefore interfering with me or intervening in my career. Even 
though God is the cause of my freedom, it does not follow that he is 
thereby a threat to it. 

Here, once again, IJ find Aquinas illuminating. In his commentary on 
Aristotle’s Peri Hermeneias he asks whether all that happens must 
happen. Along the way he notes the following argument: ‘If God’s 
providence is the cause of everything that happens in the world, or at 
the very least all good things, it seems that everything must happen 
the way it does ... because he wills it and his will can’t be ineffective, 
so everything he wills, it seems, must necessarily happen.”’ This 
argument, says Aquinas, erroneously depends on thinking of the 
working of God’s will on the model of this activity in us. He continues: 


God's will is to be thought of as existing outside the realm of exis- 
tents, as a cause from which pours forth everything that exists in 
all its variant forms. Now what can be and what must be are 
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variants of being, so that it is from God’s will itself that things 
derive whether they must be or may or may not be and the dis- 
tinction of the two according to the nature of their immediate 
causes. For he prepares causes that must cause for those effects 
that he wills must be, and causes that might cause but might fail to 
cause for those effects that he wills might or might not be. And it 
is because of the nature of their causes that some effects are said 
to be effects that must be and others effects that need not be, 
although all depend on God's will as primary cause, a cause which 
transcends the distinction between must and might not. But the 
same cannot be said of human will or of any other cause, since 
every other cause exists within the realm of must and might not. 
So of every other cause it must be said either that it can fail to 
cause, or that its effect must be and cannot not be; God’s will, 
however, cannot fail, and yet not all his effects must be, but some 
can be or not be.” 


Aquinas is saying here that God is not anything in the universe and 
that all such things, however they differ from each other, derive from 
him as Creator. Within the world we can distinguish between what 
happens of necessity (given the causal action of various things) and 
what does not so happen. Aquinas takes human choosing to be an 
example of something that. is not causally necessitated by anything in 
the universe. Yet he does not therefore conclude that human choosing 
is not caused by God. His point is that it is not causally necessitated 
by any creature. The big thought here is that the free/determined dis- 
tinction applies only within creation and does not carry over into 
worries about God’s making created things to be. Aquinas's position 
is that we are free not in spite of God but because of him. He thinks 
that if there are people making free choices, that is because nothing 
else in the world is having its way with them, not because God is not 
creating them as acting freely. And in this I agree with Aquinas. 
Philosophers arguing in favour of philosophical determinism 
rarely bring God into their arguments. They generally try to explain 
how people cannot be free given the way the world is. Exponents of 
the Free Will Defence tend to reason along similar lines. Alvin Plan- 
tinga, for instance, says that human actions can only be free if ‘no 
causal laws and antecedent conditions determine’ that they occur or 
do not occur.”" | take ‘causal laws’ to refer to codifiable ways in which 
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unfree bits of the world behave of necessity, and I take ‘antecedent 
conditions’ to mean ‘the state of the world prior to a human choice’. 
And on that reading of Plantinga’s words I take him to be right. But 
Plantinga is wrong to speak as though divine causality is something 
subject to causal laws or is something exemplifying them somehow, 
and he is wrong to think of it as an antecedent condition of anything 
that happens. If we are thinking of God as the cause of the whole 
universe, if God is what makes things to be (whenever they are), then 
God (to use Rowan Williams's language) ‘cannot be fitted into the 
same space’ as causal laws and antecedent conditions. He is not ‘an 
element’ in ‘any picture’ — including that of determining causes having 
their inevitable way with things to which they connect.” 

In this context we need very seriously to recognize that ‘cause’ is a 
term which does not always have the same meaning, even though its 
meanings on given occasions might well be related to each other. 
Plantinga and other exponents of the Free Will Defence are clearly 
using the word ‘cause’ to signify what I mean by the expressions 
‘agent-cause’ or ‘efficient cause’. Yet there is no reason to suppose 
that these phrases should always signify realities of exactly the same 
kind. If Henry pushes Bill over, then he is an agent-cause (or an effi- 
cient cause) of Bill’s falling. Does it follow that if Henry pushes Bill 
then Bill cannot but fall? Perhaps not, for something might intervene 
so as to prevent him falling even though Henry has pushed him, and, 
for this reason, we might argue that it is wrong to equate causation 
with necessitation.”? Confronted by caused events, however, we 
commonly explain them in terms of causes which, given their natures 
and the natures of things on which they act, account for them in a way 
that leads us to say that their effects come about of necessity. If I 
swallow a lot of arsenic, and if nobody interferes with me, then I shall 
certainly die. So we have a sense of ‘cause’ in which it means ‘some- 
thing in the world which inevitably produces a certain effect (barring 
interference)’. Yet we do not have to confine the meaning of ‘cause’ to 
just this. For we can speak of God as a cause, and God’s causation 
clearly has to differ in certain ways from the causation of things in the 
world. 

If what [ have previously argued is correct, God’s causation is not 
the causation of something the choice of which to cause is different 
from the thing itself. That is because (a) there is no distinction in God 
(none that we can get our minds around, anyway) when it comes to 
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individuality, nature, and existence, and (b) there is no real change in 
God. Then again, God’s causation, unlike all agent-causation within 
the world, cannot be a case of acting on what pre-exists it (as I said 
earlier, God’s making things to be should not be thought of as a case 
of interference or intervention). Finally, God's act of causing cannot 
exemplify any causal law or count as any antecedent condition of 
anything. Causal laws, as we normally take them to be, are exhibited 
over time by things that undergo change. As I have argued, however, 
we ought not to ascribe real change to God. And the notion of 
antecedence surely has no place when thinking of what transcends 
and accounts for the universe. How can what is not part of the 
universe be antecedent to anything in it? If_X is antecedent to Y, then 
X precedes Y in time. Yet how can what is not part of the universe 
precede anything in time? Is not the notion of temporal precedence 
one that applies only to things within the world? 

You might say that before the world began to exist (assuming that 
the world ever had a beginning) God pre-existed it for times without 
beginning. I have to reply, however, that this suggestion seems to me 
unintelligible. If we take God to be unchanging, we have no way of 
making sense of the idea that, before the existence of the universe, 
God lived through times. We distinguish between times by virtue of 
real changes, by changes as they succeed each other. If there were 
nothing but something wholly unchanging, there would be no ground 
for talk about times succeeding or preceding each other. 

Hence, once again, I commend Aquinas’s thinking on God and 
human freedom. If God brings it about that I do something as you 
might bring it about that I do something, or as something else in the 
universe might, then he and his omni-causality would be a threat to 
my freedom. Yet, so I am arguing, that is not how God makes it to be 
that I act freely. He does so simply by making me to be a freely acting 
person. Or as James F. Ross nicely puts it: 


The being of the cosmos is like a song on the breath of a singer. It 
has endless internal universal laws, and structures nested within 
structures, properties that are of the song and not of the singer or 
the voice or the singer’s thought, though produced by them and 
attributively predicated of them. . . The universe is continuously 
depending, like a song or a lighi show ... Its being is its own, yet it 
is from a cause, everywhere, and at no including time . . . God 
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produces, for each individual being, the one that does such and such 
(whatever it does) throughout its whole time in being ... God does 
not make the person act; he makes the so acting person be... The 
whole physical universe, all of it, is actively caused to be. Still, to 
say that freedom or human agency is thereby impeded is absurd. 
Nothing can be or come about unless caused to be by the creator. 
So the fact that God’s causing is necessary for whatever happens 
cannot impede liberty; it is a condition for it. Similarly, in no way is 
our liberty impeded by the fact that God’s causing is sufficient for 
the being of the very things that do the very things that we do. 
Nothing possible can be impeded by its necessary conditions .. . 
God did not make Adam to be the first man to defy God; God made 
Adam, who was the first man to defy God, to be. God made Adam, 
who undertook to sin... God makes all the free things that do as 
they do, instead of doing otherwise as is in their power, by their 
own undertaking. So God does not make Adam sin. But God makes 
the sinning Adam, the person who, able not to sin, does sin. It 
follows logically that if Adam had not sinned, God would have 
made a person who, though able to sin, did not. And, surely, God 
might have made a person who, though able to sin, did not... Itis 
the whole being, doing as it does, whether a free being or not, that 
is entirely produced and sustained for its time by God.” 


Ross here well echoes the reasoning of Aquinas's commentary on the 
Peri Hermeneias to which | referred earlier (and more than once). 
His thinking, like that of Aquinas, seems a cogent rebuttal to the claim 
that if God causes what we do, then we cannot act freely. 

An implication of this reasoning is, as Ross says, that God might 
have made a sinless person.”’ This thought has been used to attack 
belief in God. As we saw in Chapter 1, J. L. Mackie has argued that 
God might have made free agents who never did anything bad, from 
which (given that lots of people do what is bad) Mackie concludes 
that God cannot be good. Mackie is here assuming that God’s 
goodness is moral goodness, so, given what I said in the previous 
chapter, you will realize why I do not accept his conclusion. But I do 
accept his premise — that God might have made free agents who never 
did anything bad. This premise has been rejected by some theists. 
They have argued that God cannot ensure that people freely act well, 
or that it is possible that no world createable by God contains people 
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who never freely choose to do wrong.” The arguments of these 
theists, however, rest on the supposition that it is impossible for a 
free human action to be made to be as it is by God — a supposition 
which, as I have said, we have strong reason to challenge. As Mackie 
observes: ‘It would, no doubt, be incoherent to say that God makes 
men freely choose the good: if God had made men choose, that is, 
forced them to choose one way rather than the other, they would not 
have been choosing freely. But that is not what. was suggested [sc. by 
Mackie, and, I might add, by me], which was rather that God might 
have made ~ that is, created — beings, human or not, such that they 
would always freely choose the good; and there is at least no imme- 
diate incoherence or self-contradiction in that.” 


Other means and ends arguments 


So we can forget about the Free Will Defence as an exoneration of 
God with respect to moral evil. The notion of human freedom which 
is central to this defence (freedom independent of God’s causal 
activity) is a mirage given that God is the Maker of all things, the 
source of their being for as long as they exist. God cannot be thought 
to need human freedom as the Free Will Defence construes it, as a 
means to an end (whether good or bad), Yet might there be other 
(non-moral) evil which God does need in order for there to be certain 
goods? As we also saw in Chapter 1, some, notably Swinburne and 
Hick, have maintained that there is.” 

Swinburne’s main idea in this connection is that naturally occur- 
ring evil provides us with opportunities to perform good actions and 
develop morally. Does it? To some extent it surely does. If there were 
no famines, for example, nobody could be moved to struggle on 
behalf of their victims. There is a logical connection between virtue 
in the face of famine and the occurrence of famines as such. The first 
necessarily depends on the second. One might ask whether huge 
amounts of naturally occurring evil are needed so that goods of 
various kinds might come about in their wake. As Swinburne argues, 
however, it is not difficult to see why they might be so needed.”! 
Dramatic heroism depends on extreme danger. Large-scale and costly 
attempts to help others depend on there being a lot of people in diffi- 
cult circumstances to help. Fortitude in the face of life-threatening 
illness requires the existence of such illness. And so on. There are 
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undoubtedly goods which could not come about were it not for a 
great deal of naturally occurring evil. 

Should this fact be thought of, however, as providing a moral exon- 
eration of God? As I have said, I think that the whole project of eval- 
uating God morally is confused. For the moment, however, let us 
work on the opposite assumption and consider whether the line of 
thinking just noted manages to provide a moral exoneration of God 
on the supposition that he is a moral agent. A difficulty in doing so is 
that discussion of moral justifications immediately raises complex 
ethical questions which I have no space to consider in this book. Yet 
we do not, I think, need to wade through ethical tomes in order to 
pursue our present enquiry to some effect. 

We can start by asking why it should be thought that logical con- 
nections between certain goods and evils could provide a basis for a 
moral] justification for the occurrence of actual naturally occurring 
evils. Suppose we accept the conceptual point (with which I do not 
quarrel) that, for example, there could be no dedicated care of cancer 
patients if there were no such thing as cancer.” Does that justify God 
in inflicting cancer on Mary, or for setting things up so that she and 
others contract it? Regardless of the benefits to others when it comes 
to opportunities to do good and so on, what are we to make of an 
agent who arranges for people to contract cancer? I should have 
thought that most moralists would regard such a person as simply 
vicious. 

Hick tells us that we need a world of pain and suffering in order to 
develop morally. Swinburne takes the same line. Yet even if we accept 
that moral development depends (at least sometimes) on there being 
various kinds of naturally occurring evils, what are we, with an eye on 
a God we are seeking morally to justify, to say to the victims of these 
evils when it comes to the moral development of others? I suppose we 
would have to say something like, “You died so that I and others might 
live and engage in character formation, and we thank God for letting 
things be this way.’ But what sort of a God would we be thanking 
here? It would be one who helps us by wasting others. And such a 
God could be criticized on at least two counts. First, because he 
would be acting so as to get us to concentrate on ourselves at the 
expense of our fellows (this, surely, not a good thing). Second, 
because he would be acting as if someone being able to do good is a 
morally justifiable state of affairs simply because there is some bad 
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Situation in which that person is able to act well. [t is, of course, true 
that we cannot choose to help people unless they are in need. It 
seems odd, however, to suggest that one is morally justified to put 
people in need so that others can help them. To do that would be to 
render them nothing but opportunities for others to gain advantages. 
Suppose that the Good Samaritan, on coming across the man beaten 
by robbers, had said, “Thank you, God, for another opportunity to be 
responsible and well behaved.’ Would we respect him or his God? I 
think that most of us would not. We might, of course, learn from the 
afflictions of others. But to try to justify God for allowing us to do so 
would amount to saying that he is prepared to make people tools 
when it comes to the well-being of others, and one might surely 
wonder about the moral propriety of treating people in this way, 
treating them as means to an end, treating them as instruments. 

It has been suggested that naturally occurring evils (without 
involving others) can help people to improve themselves, and, at a 
purely conceptual level, perhaps there is nothing to quarrel with 
when it comes to this idea. My cancer might successfully give me the 
opportunity to become a better person than I was before it was diag- 
nosed. Yet physical misfortune can lead people to less than admirable 
actions. Indeed, it can sometimes leave them incapable of doing any 
good. It can Sometimes result in them being utterly broken. Are we to 
say that God might be morally justified in allowing for or intending 
natural evil in particular concrete instances? I think that we would 
normally say that someone who implemented a policy designed to 
result in situations in which people end up (or possibly end up) 
broken is hardly a moral mentor. Once again, I am not denying that 
we may be improved in various ways by the natural evils that afflict 
us. I do, however, find it hard to believe that God can be morally jus- 
tified for dealing with real people according to what D. Z. Phillips 
calls ‘the logic of economic management, the calculus of gain and 
loss’,* Good often comes out of evils. But what are we to make of 
someone who organizes evils so that goods might arise from them? I 
think that most people would take such a person to be less than 
morally justifiable, and their verdict would not, I thmk, change if they 
were told that God is the person in question. With an eye on the Free 
Will Defence, someone who believes in God’s moral integrity might 
argue that naturally occurring evils always give us opportunities to do 
good or to improve ourselves. As I have noted, however, naturally 
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occurring evils can leave people wasted, unable to act in what we 
might take to be a morally responsible manner. Admittedly, we cannot 
always be certain whether people have ended up in a state which 
leaves them unable to act freely and to choose between good and evil. 
Sometimes, however, we can surely conclude that they have indeed 
ended up like this, and if we are right so to conclude, then we can 
hardly morally justify bringing it about that they are in such a situa- 
tion. I take this point to be made, in its own way, by a poem ascribed 
to God in Kingsley Amis’s novel The Anti-Death League: 


To a baby born without limbs 


This is just to show you who’s boss around here. 

It'll keep you on your toes, so to speak, 

Make you put your best foot forward, so to speak, 

And give you something to turn your hand to, so to speak. 
You can face up to it like a man, 

Or snivvel and blubber like a baby. 

That’s up to you. Nothing to do with Me. 

If you take it in the right spirit, 

You can have a bloody marvellous life, 

With the great rewards courage brings, 

And the beauty of accepting your LOT. 

And think how much good it’ll do your Mum and Dad, 
And your Grans and Gramps and the rest of the shower, 
To be stopped being complacent.” 


As I noted in Chapter 1, it has been argued (especially by William 
Alston) that we should not take evil to count against God’s existence, 
since we do not see all the picture, since we do not have a God’s-eye 
view of how things stand and relate to each other. I have considerable 
sympathy with this line of thinking. It seems to me positively comical 
that someone should (a) insist that he or she can comprehend how all 
things are as known to God and (b) make judgements for or against 
God on that basis. If, however, this “We Cannot See All the Picture’ 
Argument is used to suggest that God might be morally justified in the 
face of evil as we know it, then it seems to me that the argument 
needs to be resisted. Considered as having an eye on God's moral 
status, it appears to amount to the claim that what we take to be bad 
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might be thought of as good in the long run. Considered as such, it 
holds that there are means which God might justifiably employ in 
order to bring about various goods. Yet are there not certain means 
which cannot be morally justified even though they might lead to 
various goods arising? As we have seen, authors like Swinburne and 
Hick tell us that there are evils which can be morally justified. They 
tell us, for example, that God is morally justified in making a world in 
which a great deal of evil occurs. He is justified, so they say, because 
these evils are needed for certain goods to come about. Yet, so | am 
arguing, many of these evils are not justifiable in terms of some 
abstract notions of how certain kinds of good depend on certain 
kinds of evil. We may not know how things fit together as God does, 
but we can be pretty sure when someone is in agony, and we can 
sensibly resist the suggestion that anyone (even God) is morally jus- 
tifiable for arranging this, however it fits in with the entire history of 
the universe (whatever that is and regardless of our ignorance con- 
cerning it). This is pretty much the position advanced in the famous 
speech of Ivan to Alyosha in Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Kara- 
mazov.” Ivan cites actually occurring examples of evil and cannot 
make sense of the view that they are justified in anything that we 
might call a moral sense. Whatever your good purposes, he reasons, 
we cannot take you to be morally justified in using certain means so 
as to bring about what you intend. He therefore washes his hands of 
God, considered as one who intends various evils as a means to some 
‘higher harmony’. 

Yet suppose that our end lies in union with God. Might it not be 
said that we cannot. achieve that union without there being naturally 
occurring evils? According to John Hick, the answer to this question 
is ‘Yes’. But why? Here is Hick’s argument: 


(1) We can distinguish between the existence of human beings as 
such and the existence of people who enjoy a personal relation- 
ship with God. 

(2) People cannot be created ready-made in a personal relationship 
with God. They need to grow into such a relationship by choices 
that they make over time. 

(3) For people to grow into a personal relationship with God they 
need a ‘vale of soul-making’ in which to become mature. They 
need obstacles, challenges, and temptations to overcome. 
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(4) They also need to be placed at an ‘epistemic distance’ from God 
— they need to be in an environment in which God’s goodness is 
not overwhelmingly evident (an environment containing various 
evils).*" 


It seems to me, however, that this line of thinking hardly suffices to 
justify God in any moral sense. For it allows for there being people 
who end up as mere victims of pain and suffering and not as ‘matured’ 
into a personal relationship with God. It allows for people being wsed 
as instruments for the well-being of others. It presents us with the 
picture of a God who is prepared to plan for there being what we 
might call ‘victims of the system’ — human victims who have no 
chance to exercise choice, an example being babies who have died in 
the course of natural disasters. Hick is telling us that God can be 
excused for setting up a world in which such babies have met their 
end — excused because of what their deaths might prompt others to 
be (i.e. well-behaved students in God’s finishing school). I find this 
line of thinking seriously hard to swallow. I do not deny that much 
that we admire in people (whether we are theists or not) would not 
be there to admire were it not for evils in the world. It is one thing to 
say this, however, and quite another to say that someone (call him 
‘God’) is morally justified for setting up a context in which pain and 
suffering are there as zntended to bring certain (unspecified) people 
to some desirable state. It is easy to think of cases in which we might 
commend someone for arranging (or allowing) that someone else is, 
say, in psychological or physical pain — cases in which the pain leads 
to a good which seems to depend on the pain. Hence, for example, we 
might value teachers who force their unwilling and suffering students 
to write and rewrite their essays. Or we might sympathize with 
dentists. Hick, however, is asking us morally to commend one who 
intentionally sets up a cosmic obstacle course which benefits some 
and destroys others, a course which is strewn with corpses and casu- 
alties. In doing so, he seems to be ignoring the actual and particular 
suffering that seems to be required for the benefit of those who run 
the race successfully. In doing so he seems to be excusing God for 
reasons that most of us would never employ when trying to excuse 
our fellow human beings. It is famously part of Hick’s view of things 
that nobody is lost in the end. According to Hick, ail will be saved 
since justice demands this. If not in this life, then how? As a conse- 
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quence of lives to come, says Hick. In other words, Hick thinks that 
people can continue to grow after death, or in a series of lives after 
death. God, he says, ‘will eventually succeed in His purpose of 
winning all men to Himself in faith and love’. Yet this strand in Hick’s 
thinking (not an orthodox Christian one, 1 might note) does nothing 
to nullify what seem to be Hick’s moral commitments as noted above. 

To my mind Hick also makes a mistake when it comes to the need 
for the obstacle race that he takes to justify God’s permission of evil. 
Hick thinks that we could not be in a proper relationship with God 
unless he played a game of hide-and-seek — hence the stress Hick puts 
on ‘epistemic distance’. To be created with a clear knowledge of what 
God is would, he thinks, paralyse us morally. But this seems a very 
odd view to espouse. Good moral agents, I am presuming, are things 
which are attracted to what is good. They are instinctively attracted 
to that. Now we often find it hard to work out what is really good. So 
we may dither when it comes to making decisions about what to do 
on various occasions. But suppose we fully realize what is truly good 
for us to aim for in some situation. Then we shall just home in on that 
without a second thought. This will be because it is what we want, 
and is therefore something we move to willingly or voluntarily. So 
loving a good need not be something with respect to which we have 
to deliberate. Hick, however, tells us that a knowledge of God as he 
is would render us unfree. His basic line is ‘See God and you have to 
love him, and are therefore not free to develop a right relationship 
with him’. I have to say that this way of thinking seems to me pretty 
unreasonable. To see and know God as he is might render a human 
being unable not to love God. But it does not follow that the human 
being in question has been deprived of freedom. This person has been 
presented with what he or she most wants (given that God is a good 
to be prized above all others), and in going for it he or she is not being 
deprived of freedom. We are surely free m so far as we home in on 
what we want. Being presented by what we see as absolutely, and 
without qualification, desirable, and instinctively being drawn to it, 
can hardly represent a threat to our freedom. That, of course, is why 
Christians have traditionally said that the blessed in heaven, though 
free agents, cannot be thought of as sinning. 
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Conclusion 


In this chapter I have discussed certain ways of morally justifying God 
with an eye on means and ends. I have concluded that none of them 
give us reason to believe that, given evil, God is truly well-behaved. 
Philosophers and theologians have offered many moral justifications 
of God based on a means and ends approach. I have not been able to 
refer to all of them (though I have had something to say about the 
best-known among them). I hope, however, that what I have argued 
gives you pause for thought when presented with any claim to the 
effect that God is morally justified (because of a necessary relation- 
ship between means and ends) in bringing about, or allowing, the 
evils we encounter in the universe. The Free Will Defence is a non- 
starter since it proceeds on the assumption that God is not the Maker 
of all things. Different (albeit related) attempts morally to justify God 
with an eye on means and ends always seem to end up making God to 
be a less than respectable individual (if not a moral monster).” Yet, as 
I noted in Chapter 1, defenders of God have offered other arguments 
for concluding that evil does not show him to be morally culpable —- 
arguments which do not attempt to exonerate him on a means and 
ends basis. So let me now say something about these. 


Notes 


1. If you believe in the orthodox Christian doctrine of the Incarnation, then 
you will want to say that God can indeed do these things since Jesus 
could do them. On the orthodox Christian account what is predicable of 
God is predicable of Christ, and vice versa. On this account, therefore, 
from ‘Jesus scratched his nose’ we can infer ‘God scratched his nose’. 
Notice, however, that this account (laid down by the Council of Chal- 
cedon) also stipulates that Jesus (the Word Incarnate) has two natures 
(human and divine) which are not to be confused with each. other. So it 
is not claiming that if Jesus scratched his nose it follows that the divine 
nature (whatever it is to be God) did so. The most orthodox of Christ- 
ologies allows me to say that God (meaning the divine nature) cannot 
walk to work, take a bath, dig a trench, or scratch himself. More on this 
below. 

The reference here is to Luke 1:37. 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ia.25.3 (my translation). 

For Aquinas on miracles see Summa. Theologiae, Ia.110.4. 

Notice that I am not here concerned to offer a detailed discussion of the 
claim that people actually have no freedom. If that claim is true, then the 
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Free Will Defence is clearly broken-backed. I offer some argument for 
human freedom later in the chapter, and in all that follows I assume that 
freedom can truly be ascribed to people. It goes beyond the scope of the 
present book, however, to engage in a full-scale attack on philosophical 
determinism. 

For examples of philosophers arguing in this way (authors endorsing 
what, in the last note, I called ‘philosophical determinism’), see Robert. 
Kane (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Free Will (Oxford University Press: 
Oxford, 2002). 

Alvin Plantinga, ‘God, Evil, and the Metaphysics of Freedom’, repr. in 
Marilyn McCord Adams and Robert Merrihew Adams (eds), The Problem 
of Evil (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1990), p. 106. 

Richard Swinburne, “The Problem of Evil’, in Stuart Brown (ed.), Reason 
and Religion (Cornell University Press: Ithaca, NY and London, 1977), 
p. 85. Swinburne is here only summarizing the basic thrust of what he 
takes to be the Free Will Defence. But he clearly seems to agree with that 
defence. 

Richard Swinburne, Js There a God? (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 
1996), p. 98. 

Bruce R. Reichenbach, #vil and a Good God (Fordham University Press: 
New York, 1982), p. 64. 

For Aquinas’s distinction see Summa Theologiae, Iallae.1.1. Aquinas 
takes actiones humanae to be actions performed with particular ends or 
goals. He takes actiones hominis to be unreflective bits of behaviour 
such as unthinkingly stroking one’s cheek while talking (cf. Summa 
Theologiae, Iallae.1.3 and IaIIae.18.9). 

Herbert McCabe, God Matters (Geoffrey Chapman: London, 1987), p. 12. 
Anthony Flew, The Presumption of Atheism and Other Essays 
(Elek/Pemberton: London, 1976), p. 88. 

see above, pp. 119-21. 

We might say that Fred has freedom to choose even though he is doing 
nothing (even though he is, for example, asleep). So we can distinguish 
between something that has freedom and something that exercises its 
power to act freely on given occasions. 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa. Contra Gentiles, 111.67. I quote from Vernon J. 
Bourke's translation of this text (University of Notre Dame Press: Notre 
Dame, Ind. and London, 1975), p. 221. 

Thomas Aquinas, De Potentia, UI.7. I quote from Timothy McDermott 
(ed.), Aquinas: Selected Philosophical Writings (Oxford University 
Press: Oxford, 1993), p. 304. 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, la.22. 2, ad 4 (my translation). 

I take idolatry to be adherence to a conception of God which takes him 
to be less than the Creator of all things. 

Rowan Williams, ‘Redeeming Sorrows’, in D. Z. Phillips (ed.}, Religion 
and Morality (St Martin’s Press: New York, 1996), p. 143. 


. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle's ‘Peri Hermeneias’, 1.14. I 
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quote from McDermott (ed.), Aquinas: Selected Philosophical Writings, 
p. 281. 

Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s ‘Peri Hermeneias’, 1.14, quotation 
from McDermott, Aquinas: Selected Philosophical Writings, p. 283. 
Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 
1974), p. 166. 

Williams, ‘Redeeming Sorrows’, p. 145. 

For more on this thought see G. E. M. Anscombe, ‘Causality and Deter- 
mination’, in G. E. M. Anscombe, Collected Philosophical Papers, vol. 2 
(Basil Blackwell: Oxford, 1981). 

James F. Ross, “Creation II’, in Alfred J. Freddoso (ed.), The Existence 
and Nature of God (University of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, Ind. 
and London, 1983), pp. 128-34. 

For what it is worth, I would note that the Roman Catholic doctrine of the 
Immaculate Conception teaches that God has indeed done this in the 
case of Mary, the mother of Jesus. Catholics also seem committed to 
believing that Jesus never sinned. 

For argument along these lines, see, for example, Alvin Plantinga, The 
Nature of Necessity, ch. 9. In Evil and the God of Love (2nd edn, Macmil- 
lan: London, 1985) John Hick maintains that though God could have 
made people who always freely choose the good, he cannot make them 
such that they always ‘freely respond to Himself in love and trust and 
faith’ (p. 272). 

J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1982), 
p. 165. 

As I noted in Chapter 1, it has been argued that there cannot be good 
without at least some evil. You might think of this as a means and ends 
argument in defence of God. It does not seem to me, however, to merit 
much discussion. There is no reason to suppose that there cannot be 
good without evil — as theists seem committed to believing in so far as 
they are prepared to think that, God’s act of creating being free, there 
might have been nothing but (a wholly good) God. 

Swinburne develops his position in ch. 9 of Providence and the Problem 
of Evil (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1998). 

It should, I hope, be obvious that what I am saying here is not falsified by 
the fact that we might connect the occurrence of some cancer with what 
people freely choose to do (e.g. smoke). 

Happily, in this parable (Luke 10:25-37) the Good Samaritan does not say 
anything like this. 

D. Z. Phillips, The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God (SCM Press: 
London, 2004), p. 71. lam considerably indebted to ch. 3 of this book for 
much that I say in the present chapter. 

Kingsley Amis, The Anti-Death League (Harcourt, Brace & World: New 
York, 1966), pp. 128f. 

Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, bk 5, ch. 4. The text of 
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Ivan’s speech is reprinted in Nelson Pike (ed.), God and Evil (Prentice 
Hall: Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1964), pp. 6ff. 

37. John Hick, Lvil and the God of Love, esp. chs 12 and 15. 

38. Ibid., p. 342. 

39. I say ‘albeit related’ since, as you will probably deduce from what I have 
previously said, various means—ends defences of God frequently seem to 
presuppose that the Free Will Defence is correct and treat its conclusion 
as a supposition for what they argue. 
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How Not to Exonerate God: II 


In the previous chapter I argued against certain lines of thinking 
designed to defend God’s moral integrity given the reality of evil. These 
lines of thinking all make use of what I call a means and ends approach 
to the problem of evil. They all suggest that evils of various kinds can 
be viewed as means which God legitimately employs so as to bring 
about or foster varieties of goodness. As I noted in Chapter 1, however, 
defenders of God who seem to be arguing with an eye on his moral 
standing have not always employed a means and ends approach. They 
have, for example, argued for at least one of the following alternatives: 


(1) The universe is better with some evil than no evil. 

(2) There actually is no evil, so God cannot be blamed for it. 

(3) Evil as we know it is justly inflicted punishment. 

(4) There might be a moral justification for God allowing evil but we 


may not be in a position see what that amounts to. 


I might also add that defenders of God’s goodness (though not neces- 
sarily defenders of God’s moral goodness) have pleaded on his behalf 
along one or more of the following lines: 


(5) People are not always as happy as they could be. But this is no 
reason to criticize God. 


(6) Our world, with its various evils, is, in fact, the best possible 
world. 


(7) God also suffers. 


These are the positions that I want to consider in this chapter.’ 
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Better some evil than no evil 


Suppose that the world contained nothing but good. Would such a 
world be better than one which contained at least some evil? You 
might think so, since good and evil seem to be opposites and since a 
wholly good world would just have to be better than one containing 
evil. Yet, so it has been argued, evil can indeed contribute to the 
goodness of the universe. Why? By being part of a whole which is 
better for the evil it contains than it would be without it. One some- 
times finds discord in great works of music. The discord contributes 
to the value of the works taken in their entirety. Bits of certain paint- 
ings might strike one as ugly taken in isolation. As parts of the works 
they comprise, however, they are essential to an overall effect. Simi- 
larly, it has been said, evil in the world renders it more valuable than 
it would be without it. It contributes to a product which is better as a 
whole because of it.” 

In defence of this line of thinking we can surely concede (at least 
when thinking in terms of aesthetics) that what is disagreeable taken 
on its own, might, in a given context, make a great contribution. 
When Scarpia makes his entrance in Tosca the orchestra emits a 
horrid noise, one which, taken as a piece of sound plucked from the 
musical score of the opera, might simply be written off as an offence 
against our ears. But it is not an offence in its context. As opera buffs 
seem to agree, it fits in perfectly there, and also when it is echoed 
while the opera continues. Then again, a blob of black paint is not, by 
itself, especially lovely (or so you might think). There are paintings, 
however, in which a patch of black is part of something which, as a 
whole, we admire. That which, taken on its own, can be thought of as 
undesirable, might, together with other things, strike us as contribut- 
ing to a product that is good. 

Yet this line of reasoning seems pretty weak if intended, with an 
eye on evil, as a moral justification of God, or even if not so taken. For 
why can there not be a state of good, or even infinite good, without 
the presence of anything evil? Let us agree that what is dishar- 
monious or ugly taken in isolation might contribute to an effect that 
is overall good. It does not follow from this that evil is necessary for 
good to exist, even if we allow, as I do not see that we should, that 
disharmony and ugliness count as evils (they are hardly evils in 
the sense that wicked actions and physical suffering are). We can 
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sometimes appreciate goods because we have encountered badness 
of various kinds. I often do so when I return home from being away. 
Given what I have encountered on my travels, I often end up valuing 
what I have at home more highly than I did before I left there. Yet 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ are not terms that register what, as a matter of fact, I 
do or do not appreciate. They look remarkably like adjectives which 
describe how things are regardless of the reactions to them that par- 
ticular people might display.’ To say that X is good is to say what X is, 
and it seems far from obvious that something cannot be good unless 
it is also somehow bad. So why must the existence of goodness 
depend on the presence of badness? Certain sorts of good states may 
depend on the existence of certain sorts of bad states. It does not 
follow from this, however, that what actually exists could not be 
anything but good. Theists, at any rate, have no reason for supposing 
that it does. Those who believe in God have traditionally taken him to 
be perfectly good. They have also commonly said that God did not 
have to create. So traditional theism supplies us with a reason for sup- 
posing that there can be goodness without badness. So does common 
sense. My cat Smokey is currently in the peak of condition. He is as 
fit and well as any cat can be. Would it not be ludicrous to suggest that 
I could add to his well-being by injuring him somehow? 

You might say that the world as a whole is better for the evil in it 
than it would be without it. But what are we to take that idea to mean? 
I can understand what people would mean if they said, for example, 
that Mary would be better than she is if she lost her cough. Mary is an 
individual of a certain kind who is better for being in some states 
rather than others. So when she has lost her cough, and when people 
ask her how she is, she can say ‘I’m better now’. But what might 
‘better’ signify when applied to the universe as a whole? The universe 
is not a distinct kind of item within itself. So it seems hard to see what 
‘would be better as a whole if... could mean when predicated of the 
world as a whole. One might, perhaps, argue that the real world, with 
its various evils, is better than some imaginary world containing no 
evil. But it can hardly be better considered as a world. It can only be 
different from some world we might fantasize about. And there still 
remains the point that there can certainly be good without evil. 
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Evil is not real 


As I said in Chapter 1, the ‘Unreality of Evil Argument’ (as [ called it) 
takes two forms: (a) the thesis that evil is an illusion, and (b) the 
claim that evil is an absence or privation of a due good. Here I want 
to argue that (a) should be rejected while (b) should be accepted. 

With respect to (a) one could, of course, demand that those who 
challenge it need to provide a full-scale epistemological treatise 
showing (among other things) that there are hard and fast ways to 
distinguish between reality and illusion and that evil can be proved to 
be illusory in terms of these ways. Someone might even demand a 
proof that there is any reality at all or that there is such a thing as a 
world distinct from our minds. In other words, a serious rebuttal of 
(a) might be taken to require answers to some of the historically 
central questions of philosophy (especially those concerned with the 
relative merits of realism versus idealism). I clearly cannot hope to 
satisfy these demands in this book, so I shall simply make a few 
points concerning (a) and trust that you will be indulgent with me as 
I engage in the vice of epistemological brevity. 

First, if you want to say that evil is truly an illusion, you will also 
have to concede that you have no business making value judgements 
involving such terms as ‘good’ and ‘bad’. Or, at least, you have no 
business making such judgements on the supposition that they 
actually are judgements — i.e. statements purporting to note what in 
fact is the case. You will not, for example, be able to say such things 
as that Jesus of Nazareth was a good man while Hitler was a bad one, 
or that John’s operation has brought him back to a good state of 
health while Mary’s disease has left her in a bad way. Judgements like 
these make no sense unless they are taken to mean that there is 
genuine goodness and badness to be noted in the world. So if you 
embrace (a), you pay a heavy price for doing so. 

Second, the notion that evil is an illusion is arguably self-contra- 
dictory. If 1 am mistakenly convinced that something is bad, then Iam 
deluded, which is surely a bad state in which to be. Or, as Peter Geach 
says, picking up on the language of Mary Baker Eddy, ‘if my “mortal 
mind” thinks I am miserable, then I am miserable, and it is not an 
illusion that | am miserable’. One may, of course, suppose that evil 
pales into insignificance when set beside some known or hoped-for 
good. In this vein, so I take it, St Paul says, ‘I consider that the 
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sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory 
about to be revealed to us.” Yet Paul is not here saying that evil is an 
illusion. Indeed, given his views about right and wrong, and given his 
belief that Christ endured a passion, he could not consistently do so. 

If (a) seems highly dubious, however, the same is not, I think, true 
of (b). For (b) is not asserting that evil is an illusion or that in no sense 
does it exist. It is making a claim about the meaning of what we are 
saying when we call something bad (in whatever way we take it to be 
bad), a claim which I think can be defended. I should immediately 
note that this claim is wholly indefensible if it is true that statements 
like ‘X is good’ and ‘Y is bad’ do not really tell us what X and Y are in 
themselves. If, for example, “X is good’ only means something like ‘I 
approve of X’, then (b) is plainly false, since it relies on an under- 
standing of ‘X is good’ which is just not compatible with that which 
takes ‘X is good’ only to mean something like ‘I approve of X’.° Most 
people, however, do take themselves to be describing things in calling 
them good or bad, and, if we think that they are not completely mad 
to do so (as I will assume we should), then the way is open for a 
defence of (b). 

Perhaps ‘describing’ in the last sentence is a wrong word for me to 
have used. For a description gives one a fairly precise sense of what 
something is. Descriptions tend to picture things or to make it clear 
how they differ from other things. Sometimes they identify things pre- 
cisely. The police may ask a victim ‘Can you describe your attacker?’ 
Here they are looking for an account which might help them to arrest 
a particular suspect. Yet to say that something is good or bad (and to 
say only this of it) is not, in this sense, to describe. Suppose I say (a) 
‘These are good strawberries’, (b) ‘He’s a good parent’, ‘(c) ‘Paris is 
good for a holiday’, or (d) ‘She’s in good health’. If you ask me to 
justify my statements here, I shall have to describe what I am talking 
about in each of them. But my accounts, taken together, will not add 
up to a coherent description of anything. I take strawberries to be 
good in so far as they are sweet and juicy. I take parents to be good in 
so far as they look after their children and provide what they need. I 
take good holiday places to have decent hotels, lots of amusements, 
an agreeable climate, and plenty of interesting things to see. But now 
imagine me saying that_X is sweet, juicy, looks after its children and 
provides what they need, has decent hotels and lots of amusements, 
has an agreeable climate, and has plenty to see. You could make no 
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sense of this. So saying that something is good is not to use ‘good’ as 
an ordinary descriptive term, one which explains what something, to 
be contrasted with other things, is actually like. Assuming, however, 
that ‘X is good’ says something about_X, ‘ is good’ here is in a 
sense describing, for it is somehow telling us what X is. 

What, though, is it telling us? Given what I have just said, I am 
assuming that goodness is not a particular property had by all good 
things — as, say, yellowness is a particular property had by all yellow 
things, or as being plastic is a property common to all plastic things, 
or as being valid is a property had by all good arguments. Following 
an analysis offered by Peter Geach, let us say that ‘in a phrase “an AB” 
(“A” being an adjective and “B” being a noun) “A” is a (logically) pred- 
icative adjective if the predication “is an AB” splits up into a pair of 
predications “is a B” and “is A”. Let us also say that, if such is not the 
case, “A” is a (logically) attributive adjective’.’ On this account, ‘big’ 
and ‘small’, for example, are attributive adjectives while ‘red’ is pred- 
icative. As Geach puts it: 





‘X is a big flea’ does not split up into ‘X is a flea’ and ‘X is big’, nor 
‘X is a small elephant’ into ‘X is an elephant’ and ‘X is small’; for if 
these analyses were legitimate, a simple argument would show 
that a big flea is a big animal and a small elephant a small animal 
... On the other hand, in the phrase ‘a red book’, ‘red’ is a pred- 
icative adjective ... For ‘is a red book’ logically splits up into ‘is a 
book’ and ‘is red’. 


Now my present point is that ‘good’ can be thought of as something 
like a logically attributive adjective. True, ‘X is a good man’ splits up 
into ‘X is good’ and ‘X is a man’, so ‘good’ is not logically attributive in 
precisely Geach’s sense. But just as we cannot fully understand (and 
can be deeply misled when it comes to) what is being said by the use 
of ‘big’ and ‘small’ without knowing what they are being applied to, so 
we cannot get a sense of what is being said by the use of ‘good’ unless 
we know what it is being applied to. Or at least, when told only that X 
is good we have no serious description of X (one which allows us to 
pick it out as different from other things — as in “Describe the person 
who attacked you’). ‘Good’ works more like ‘big’ and ‘small’ than it 
does like ‘red’. The fact that wine can be made from good grapes has 
no tendency at all to suggest that wine can be made from good desks. 


145 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


Yet it does not therefore follow that there is no common meaning 
to ‘good’ as we use it to say what different things are. Indeed, there 
does seem to be just such a common meaning. For (and forgetting 
about God for the moment) when we call something good we are 
surely saying that it succeeds in some way. We are saying that it 
matches up to what we expect it to be given the kind of thing it is. A 
good computer is one which functions as we want a computer to 
function. A good doctor is one who succeeds in performing as we 
require doctors to perform. A good human being is one who behaves 
as we expect human beings (qua human beings) to behave. Of course, 
people have different expectations when it comes to what should be 
found in computers, doctors, people, or whatever. The computer I 
love may strike some as antique. The doctor I value might seem 
inexpert to certain medical specialists. Someone I[ take to be a good 
human being might be thought by others to be anything but that. My 
point, however, remains. To call something good, regardless of how 
we go on to justify our judgement, is to commend it for having what 
we are looking for in things of that kind. Things we call good are 
things that we find desirable in some way, and we call them good 
because they have what we find desirable in things of the kind they 
are. 

If this is so, however, we can make a corresponding point about the 
meaning of ‘bad’. If ‘X is good’ means (roughly) X has what we are 
looking for, then ‘X is bad’ means (roughly) that X does not have what 
we are looking for. We call something a bad X (e.g. a bad computer, 
doctor, or human being) when it does not come up to our expecta- 
tions considered as what it is. As is the case with ‘good’, ‘bad’ does not 
signify a property common to everything to which it is applied. What 
we take a bad computer to be is bound to be very different from what 
we take a bad doctor to be. And what we take to amount to badness 
in some things might not be taken by us as indicating badness 
in others (we might say, for example, that a chair is bad because 
it collapses when sat on, but not that a piece of fruit is bad because it 
collapses when sat on). Badness, like goodness, is relative (though 
not therefore subjective). Whether or not someone or other thinks so, 
such and such might be bad (a view which I suspect almost everyone 
accepts in practice). Yet understanding what badness amounts to 
depends on knowing what it is that is supposed to be bad. Be that as 
it may, however, understanding that something is bad is to understand 
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something about it, albeit something negative. It is to understand that 
it is failing to be what we are looking for. 

This is what the claim that evil is an absence or privation of a due 
good amounts to (a claim embraced, as I noted in Chapter 1, by 
writers like Augustine and Aquinas). So I now suggest that this is a 
claim to endorse. You might reply that badness is not something 
negative since it can arise because of the presence of something 
positive. And that is true enough. I recently wrecked a laptop 
computer by inadvertently spilling some port into it (thereby render- 
ing it a defective or bad computer by virtue of the wine inside it). Or, 
as McCabe observes, ‘a washing machine may be bad not only 
because it has too little, as when there is no driving belt on the spin 
drier, but also because it has too much, as when someone has filled 
the interior with glue’.” It remains, however, that to call something 
bad is to say that it does not measure up to desires or expectations 
and, in this sense, always displays an absence. Critics of this view 
have accused its proponents of asserting that badness is simply 
unreal — meaning, I suppose, that it is a figment of our imagination or 
‘an error of the mortal mind’, as Mary Baker Eddy said it was. As I 
noted in Chapter 1, however, this is not the attitude of people like 
Augustine and Aquinas (and many others that I could quote). They 
take badness (or evil) very seriously. They are convinced that there 
are lots of things that are bad in the world around us. They are also 
convinced that there are lots of bad people. And they accept that bad 
things and people can, in virtue of their badness, have real or positive 
effects. But they do not therefore conclude that badness (or evil) is 
some kind of thing (as Smokey is some kind of thing). Their main 
point is that badness amounts to a particular lack in certain particu- 
lar things, that it is not the name of a stuff (like milk) or even the 
name of a quality (like redness). As McCabe says, their position is: 


Things really are bad sometimes, and this is because the absence 
of what is to be expected is just as real as a presence. If I have a 
hole in my sock, the hole is not anything at all, it is just an absence 
of wool or cotton or whatever, but it is a perfectly real hole in my 
sock. It would be absurd to say that holes in socks are unreal and 
illusory just because the hole is not made of anything and is purely 
an absence. Nothing in the wrong place can be just as real and just 
as important as something in the wrong place. If you inadvertently 
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drive your car over a cliff you will have nothing to worry about; it 
is precisely the nothing that you will have to worry about.’ 


On this account, ‘badness’ (or ‘evil’) is a word we use to signify a gap 
between what is actually there and what could be there (and should 
be there) but is not. There are people, but, so authors like Augustine 
and Aquinas think, there are no ‘baddities’ (actual things or positive 
properties whose nature is captured simply by saying that they are 
bad). 

So, to repeat, I think that the claim that evil is a privation or 
absence of some kind is a credible one. Yet what could be its rele- 
vance to the problem of evil? As I noted in Chapter 1, Aquinas thinks 
it relevant to discussions of God and evil since he takes it to imply 
that evil cannot be thought of as something created by God. My view 
is that Aquinas is right here, but I would like to postpone further dis- 
cussion of the matter until the next chapter. For the moment, let me 
proceed to consider the other views noted at the start of the present 
one. 


Evil as justly inflicted punishment 


In Albert Camus’s 1947 novel La Peste (The Plague) a priest prepares 
to preach in a town ravaged by disease. The priest, Fr Panneloux, 
looks at the people assembled in front of him and tells them that they 
deserve the calamity that has fallen on them." As Camus makes clear, 
Fr Panneloux sees a direct connection between suffering and punish- 
ment. He makes sense of what his flock is experiencing by taking it to 
amount to what God rightly inflicts on them. And people in real life 
have shared Panneloux’s perspective. They have said that evil is basi- 
cally deserved and therefore casts no slur on God. 

These people might have a point. By this I mean (and only mean) 
that we can often justify pain and suffering with an eye on the notion 
of justly (or reasonably) inflicted punishment. We certainly often try 
to do so at any rate. People sent to jail are hardly enjoying themselves, 
but society (western society anyway) takes the view that a jail (con- 
sidered as punitive) is something to which people might be rightly 
committed. Philosophers have differed when it comes to how the use 
of punishment can be justified. I know of none who hold that it should 
never be engaged in, but they certainly disagree when it comes to why 
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it should be administered. Should it be handed out on purely retribu- 
tive grounds?” Should it be engaged in only with an eye on reform or 
deterrence?!’ Different answers have been given to these questions, 
but the point I am drawing attention to now is that defending the 
occurrence of suffering with an eye on the notion of punishment is 
not an unusual practice. Nor does it seem obviously wrong, as I 
would suggest by means of a simple example. Suppose that you rob 
me of money. You are caught by the police and a judge asks me what 
I want him to do to you. I tell the judge that I do not want him to send 
you to prison and that I do not want him to force you to pay me back 
the sum of money that you stole from me (let us say that I realize that 
if you have to do this, your family will suffer from a lack of basic 
needs). But I know that you own something, valueless in the eyes of 
most people, which I value as much as the money of which you 
robbed me and which you love very dearly. So J tell the judge to oblige 
you to give me this item. That would certainly leave you feeling pretty 
miserable. It would be positively punitive. Would it, however, be 
wrong for the Judge to comply with my request? I doubt that many 
would say that it would, so I take it that suffering can, in principle, be 
defended in terms of punishment." 

I therefore have no general objection to the suggestion that there 
might be evil (in the form of pain and suffering) which might justly be 
inflicted by God. I do not, however, see how all evil or badness can be 
categorized in these terms, and that for the following reasons. 

First, appeal to justly inflicted punishment does not cope with evil 
or badness as it affects non-rational things. When my video recorder 
breaks down [ end up with an example of badness (a bad, defective 
video recorder). But my video recorder is hardly a justly punished 
individual. When a blight hits cornfields lots of corn becomes bad. Yet 
corn is not something of which it makes sense to say that it is (or that 
it is not) justly punished. The other animals we share the world with 
are victims of evil just. as (though, perhaps, not as much as) we are.!° 
Yet, so I assume, they never make conscious choices, deliberating 
between alternative courses of action and selecting one for reasons 
of their own. I therefore suggest that what they endure cannot be 
sensibly thought of as punishment they deserve. In this connection it 
is, perhaps, worth noting that the number of non-human animals who 
have been victims of evil (many of them preceding our emergence) 
far exceeds the number of human ones.!° 


—_— 


149 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


Second, it seems implausible to hold that all human beings suffer 
because of what they deserve. Babies and very young children often 
suffer. This cannot be because of offences they have committed. 
Babies and very young children have not had a chance to develop to the 
point at which they might be deemed culpable of (and therefore justly 
punished for) anything. It has been said by certain Christians that 
victims of AIDS are being punished by God for their sin of engaging in 
homosexual relations. Yet there are victims of AIDS (including babies) 
who have never had a homosexual thought in their lives." I recently 
watched a television programme in which someone was Saying that the 
tidal waves which have afflicted people in Asia was God’s punishment 
for them not being Christian. Yet many of the people who suffered from 
these waves had little or no contact with Christians and precious little 
knowledge of what Christianity amounts to. So they can hardly be held 
to have been culpable for not being Christian. And, in general, there 
seem to be lots of instances of human suffering which cannot be 
written off as ‘justly inflicted punishment’. 

For what it is worth, this seems to be a conclusion embraced by 
some biblical texts. To be sure, the book of Proverbs appears to be 
wedded to the notion that people suffer because they have misbe- 
haved. So in that book we read 


The Lorp’s curse is on the house of the wicked, 
but he blesses the abode of the righteous.” 


We find other biblical passages, however, which pull in a different 
direction. Many of these can be found in the book of Job. This tells us 
about an innocent man, Job, who is afflicted by drastic misfortunes. 
Some of his friends, thinking along the lines of the book of Proverbs, 
suggest that he must have done something wrong. Job, however, 
insists that he has always done his best to abide by what God 
commands. He ends up saying, 


I am blameless; I do not know myself; 

I loathe my life. 
It is all one; therefore I say, 

he destroys both the blameless and the wicked. 
When disaster brings sudden death, 

he mocks at the calamity of the innocent. 
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Then again, we find the prophet Jeremiah (clearly not assuming a cor- 
relation between wrongdoing and suffering) saying, 


Why does the way of the guilty prosper? 
Why do all who are treacherous thrive?” 


In the New Testament there is an explicit denial of a connection 
between misfortune and guilt. In the Gospel of Luke Jesus asks, of 
some Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices, 
‘Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they 
were worse sinners than all other Galileans? No, I tell you’.*' In the 
Gospel of John Jesus meets a man born blind. His disciples ask him 
whether the man is blind because he sinned or because his parents 
sinned. The answer given by Jesus rejects the assumption of the 
question: ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind 
so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” 

That comment ascribed to Jesus manifestly denies that the suffer- 
ing of X is necessarily to be attributed to wrongdoing committed by 
X. Yet what of the Christian doctrine of original sin? Some would say 
that this allows us happily (or unhappily) to view much suffering as 
deserved — deserved because of wrongdoing committed by those who 
preceded us. Christian discussions of God and evil often stress that 
the topic cannot be seriously addressed without allowing for original 
sin, so perhaps I should now say something about it, albeit that, in 
trying to do so briefly (as I am), I shall be treading over a number of 
minefields where explosions can be expected to occur frequently (at 
least in the minds of my readers). 

A traditional line on original sin goes like this: In the distant past 
there were people who committed the first sin ever. For doing so, God 
punished them. And his punishment extended to all of their offspring, 
who consequently came to endure most of the miseries that we now 
take to be part and parcel of the world in which we live (i.e. physical 
suffering and psychological anguish). 

You can find what looks like the origin of this account in Genesis 
1-3. Here people (Adam and Eve) are said to have been created by 
God in a world that they controlled and by which they were not 
crushed (Genesis 1:26-31, 2:8-9, 15-16). Here we are also told that, 
though the first human beings lived in a state of contentment, they 
disobeyed God and were punished by being placed in a world of pain 
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and death (Genesis 3:14—19), a world in which their heirs came to 
birth. 
Then again, consider what St Paul says in Romans 5. Here we read: 


... just as sin came into the world through one man, and death 
came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have 
sinned — sin was indeed in the world before the law, but sin is not 
reckoned when there is no law. Yet death exercised dominion from 
Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like the 
transgression of Adam{.}*’ 


What Paul calls ‘death’ here might reasonably (though not, I think, 
necessarily) be equated with all that eats away at our humanity and, 
in this sense, might be thought of as basically equivalent to the natu- 
rally occurring evil that people draw attention to when insisting that 
there is a theological problem of evil (or when insisting that theism 
flounders in the face of evil). And Paul seems to be taking this natu- 
rally occurring evil as some kind of punishment — a punishment 
inflicted on the descendants of Adam. 

The same theme emerges in what the Council of Trent (1545-63) 
has to say at one point. We read: 


If anyone declares that the sin of Adam damaged him alone and not 
his descendants, and that the holiness and justice received from 
God, which he lost, he lost for himself alone and not for us; or that, 
while he was stained by the sin of disobedience, he transmitted 
only death and bodily pains to the whole human race, but not that 
sin which is the death of the soul: let him be anathema.” 


Trent immediately goes on to cite Romans 5. So its position seems to 
be that naturally occurring evils should be viewed as a penalty for 
Adam’s sin. Trent also seems to be taking human wrongdoing after 
Adam (or a propensity to do wrong, or guilt of some kind) somehow 
to be a consequence of what Adam did when first acting wrongly. 

Now suppose we take note of the views | have just reported. Might 
we not go on to say that naturally occurring evil in the worid is indeed 
a matter of justly inflicted punishment? Might we even say that moral 
evil is somehow a legitimate inheritance when viewed against the 
wrongdoing of humans committed a long time ago? 
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Some would say that we should not think in these terms since it is 
not plausible to suppose that there ever was a first human sinner — a 
historical Eve, for example.” Yet even if we do not take the Genesis 
account of Adam and Eve to be historically accurate, it seems per- 
fectly reasonable to say that there must have been a first occurrence 
of moral evil or sin. If people have not always existed (as everyone 
seems to assume to be the case), then human history is finite and it 
has to have been the case that wrongdoing (or sin) emerged at some 
point in time and in the action of some historical human being (or in 
the siraultaneous actions of a number of human beings).”° 

Other critics of belief in original sin as I am currently understand- 
ing it would say that we should not accept it because it seems to 
imply that X’s being in a bad way can never be rightly thought of in 
terms of justly inflicted punishment unless it is punishment inflicted 
on X for what X has done. Yet that line of thinking seems somewhat 
simplistic. Of course it is true that most people would not think it 
right to inflict what is bad on X because of what Y has done. Hence, 
for example, I think that it would be generally agreed that it would be 
wrong to send me to prison for a crime that you have committed. 
Justly inflicted punishment, however, can certainly have bad effects 
on individuals (whether human or non-human) who are not them- 
selves the doers of what is wrong. 

Let us suppose that I am a married man with children who freely 
chooses to murder someone so as to benefit in some way. If I am 
arrested and convicted, you might think it right for me to be 
punished. But my punishment (a just one, let us say) might well, so to 
speak, carry through to and affect my family. As a consequence of my 
sentence, my wife and children (though not because of what those 
who have convicted me do) might be immediately deprived of certain 
goods (e.g. my income and what that does to help my family). Here 
we can even go on to imagine a truly horrendous scenario: my wife 
goes to pieces and turns to prostitution (to make money) and to drink 
(to console herself). My children, in due course, are introduced to all 
sorts of undesirable characters who cause them much pain — pain 
which leaves them physically and psychologically damaged. On the 
supposition that people can sometimes act freely, the bad free 
choices of human beings are, presumably, attributable to them and 
can hardly be thought of as punishment on them for what they have 
chosen to do. Human free choices, however, obviously proceed from 
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human desires and one might reasonably argue, as many have done, 
that people have the desires they have because of what they have 
come to be over time and as a consequence of justly inflicted punish- 
ment. Let us suppose that because her parents were justly imprisoned 
Jane ended up as the sort of person who wants to take drugs. Jane’s 
drugging herself on some occasion is attributable to her, if we take 
her to be doing what she wants to do, and if we assume that there is 
nothing outside her coercing her. But her desires might be explicable 
in terms of what happened following the incarceration of her parents. 
In this sense it might turn out to be explicable in terms of justly 
inflicted punishment. 

In other words, justly inflicted punishment may well have very bad 
consequences in the lives of those who are not wrongdoers as well as 
in the lives of those who are. To concede as much is not, however, to 
say that we can morally exonerate God in the face of evil by appeal- 
ing to belief in the notion of justly inflicted punishment in the context 
of belief in original sin. I say this for the following reasons. 

First, this belief, as I sketched it above, cannot account for all evil. 
Assuming that there were suffering animals on Earth before people 
came on the scene, there has been evil in God’s world which cannot 
remotely be linked to human wrongdoing. If we are determined to 
indulge in theodicy, if we insist that God, considered as a moral agent, 
is morally justified in allowing the occurrence of evil, then we need 
more than what the doctrine of original sin seems to offer (and 
assuming we believe in that doctrine). You might hold, as some do, 
that there was no suffering before people sinned. Or you might 
suggest that the suffering of non-human animals does not count as 
evil. The first position is one I associate with biblical fundamentalists, 
who take the Genesis narrative to be (or to be basically) historically 
accurate — thereby ruling out the thought of there being suffering 
sentient creatures before people came on the scene. Both for reasons 
of space and a lack of competence, this is not a position with which I 
can engage in this book. At this point, therefore, I shall have to 
content myself lamely with saying that it seems contrary to what the 
mainstream scientific community seems to espouse. The second 
position, however, is one that I think I can decisively refute even in 
two sentences. Here are the sentences: (a) If X, whatever it is, is suf- 
fering, then X is not as good as it could be and is therefore in some 
way deprived; (b) For any X to be deprived is for X to be deficient or 
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lacking in some way and, therefore, to display, or to be a victim of, 
badness or evil. 

Second, though one might argue (as I have) that one might be able 
to account for lots of suffering (even that of the innocent) in terms of 
justly inflicted punishment, one cannot plausibly hold that God, 
thought of as someone morally excusable, is morally justified with 
respect to all of it. I do not see, for example, how one can morally 
exonerate a genuine moral agent who plans for there to be suffermg 
prior to the emergence of people. Such suffering, it might be said, is 
something that we can learn from so as to be able to choose between 
good and evil. It is, however, planned suffering, the deliberate 
bringing about of evil so that good might arise — something on which 
I commented adversely in the previous chapter. You might say, with 
an eye on the notion of original sin, that there is none the less evil 
which can be accounted for in terms of a just decree by a morally 
good person. If this person is God, though, then he is surely someone 
who either inflicts preventable pain and suffering on people or who 
tolerates it. The judge who rightly sends me to prison is in no position 
to avert the bad consequences to my family to which his judgement 
might lead. Yet a morally good God, if we take him to be omniscient 
and omnipotent, can presumably figure out a way of averting bad con- 
sequences, And even if that is not the case, it remains that such a God, 
if we take him to be morally justified for allowing or accounting for 
the evils that affect us following some supposed primeval human fall, 
is allowing or causing evil to be suffered when it comes to those who 
are not themselves guilty. It is one thing to say that the suffering of 
innocent people might be explicable in terms of justly inflicted pun- 
ishment on someone ofher than them. It is another thing to say that. 
the sufferings of the innocent can be thought of as justly inflicted on 
them. Some defenders of belief in original sin (St Augustine, for 
instance) have said that the sufferings of all people are justly inflicted 
on them since they actually sinned when the first sin was committed. 
I have to say that I can make absolutely no sense of this suggestion.”’ 
If anything is self-evident, it is that people cannot do wrong before 
they are born. 
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Evil and our ignorance 


Something we normally regard as bad without qualification might yet 
contribute decisively in the coming about of a good. This is the 
thought running through the ‘We Can't See All the Picture’ Argument 
(as I called it in Chapter 1). Can we be sure that there are instances of 
evil that are, so to Speak, undefeated by good, instances with respect 
to which God can be morally blamed? Leaving aside the issue of 
whether or not God is to be thought of either as morally culpable or 
as morally praiseworthy, it seems to me that a case can be made for 
saying that we cannot be sure when it comes to this question, though 
some have suggested otherwise. 

William Rowe is a case in point. As I have noted, he finds it hard to 
believe that there are no instances of suffering which God could have 
prevented without the loss of a greater good or the coming about of 
something just as bad, and here I am in sympathy with Rowe. I can 
think of cases of suffering which strain my credulity as Rowe says 
that his credulity is strained. Yet the fact that people find something 
hard (or easy) to believe is surely neither here nor there when it 
comes to what is actually the case. We may find it hard to believe that 
Fred is a serial killer. He may be, however, and, given enough infor- 
mation, we may readily concede that he is. By the same token, so it 
seems to me, the fact that nobody can see how certain instances of 
suffering could have been prevented by God without the loss of a 
greater good or the coming about of something just as bad is no good 
reason to suppose that they could have been so prevented. The fact of 
the matter is that we just are ignorant of many things, and especially 
of how historical realities relate to each other in the past and in the 
future. We may hit on what we take to be an instance of evil with no 
compensating or defeating good, an instance which we might think 
could easily have been prevented by a God intent on goodness and 
intent on minimizing badness. Since we lack a thorough understand- 
ing of how the elements in our world fit together when considered 
from a perspective which is not merely ours, might it not be suggested 
that we are simply not entitled to say that we know that this or that 
instance of evil is what we take it to be — Le. that it does not play a 
part. in the coming about of a compensating good or the prevention of 
something more evil? 

Yet to concede all this is not to agree that the ‘We Don’t Know All 
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the Picture’ Argument serves as a defence of God’s moral integrity. To 
be fair to exponents of the argument, they commonly do not say that 
it shows God to be morally good. They take it as a reason for sup- 
posing that we should be rash to conclude that God is morally bad.” 
In spite of what I have just said, however (general remarks, and only 
intended as such), | think that we can think of examples of actual 
evils that are preventable by God without blocking a great good and 
without leaving something worse in their place. 

] trapped my thumb in a door some years ago. That was a painful 
experience for me. Have I reason to suppose that my pain on that par- 
ticular occasion contributed to some good? Let us seriously try to 
consider to what good it might have contributed. 

You might say that it helped me to learn where and where not to 
put my thumb. But I knew that before I trapped it. 

You might say that my pain helped to make me a better person. If 
you say this, however, I am going to retort that it did nothing of the 
kind. It simply gave me a wounded thumb. 

You might say that my bearing of my pain served as an example to 
others. But it did not, since I was on my own when I was suffering and 
I told nobody about what happened. 

Did my experience prevent something as bad or worse than it? 
Here I shall reply ‘No’, since the trapping of my thumb had a causal 
effect only on me (there were, for example, no terrorists in my house 
who, moved by my pain, refrained from going on a shooting spree). 

I want to say that the pain I suffered when I trapped my thumb in 
the door brought about no good and prevented no worse evil. This, I 
think, is something that I know. Should people in two thousand years’ 
time read the words I am writing now they may well (God knows 
why) be moved to acts of great virtue and they may strive to remove 
many evils. Of course, | do not know whether that fantasy will ever 
become reality since I cannot see all the picture. But I think it pretty 
implausible to suppose that it will. If we are reasonable in believing 
anything, we are reasonable in believing that. there are instances of 
evil (I have just given you one) which are not morally justifiable in 
terms of good brought about or evil prevented. 

It is certainly true that we do not know all the picture. There may 
well be evils on which we can look without being at all in a position 
to pass an informed verdict when it comes to their moral justification. 
I continue, however, to cite my thumb as evidence to the effect that 
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there are evils we know not to lead to good or to prevent evil as great. 
You may mock my example. You may say, ‘What is Davies’s thumb 
pain compared with the agony endured in Auschwitz or Belsen or 
Dachau?’ And it is, of course, nothing indeed. It is less than nothing 
by comparison. But I felt pain when I trapped my thumb, and even a 
single instance of pain (however slight) is relevant when it comes to 
the idea that a morally good God would not bring about any badness 
without a morally sufficient reason. The ‘We Can’t See All the Picture’ 
Argument seems to be reasonably indicted by my thumb. Its defender 
may reply, ‘Since you are not omniscient you cannot rule out the pos- 
sibility that your wounding your thumb does play some role in a good 
scheme of things.” Yet this seems a rather desperate move to make. 
True, I am not omniscient, so I may sometimes be wrong when it 
comes to what I think J know. Unless you want to embrace a position 
of full-blown scepticism, however, you will concede that there are 
things that people can know even though they are not omniscient. 
And I am suggesting that I have good reason to claim to know that my 
thumb accident effected no good and prevented no evil.”” To be sure, 
from ‘It seems to me that such and such is the case’ it does not follow 
that such and such is the case. With that thought in mind someone 
might insist that we can never be sure that what we take to be evil 
lacks a compensating and justifying good. And such a person may 
well be right. So let us agree that viewed against the background of 
some scheme of things unknown to us at present, my thumb pain 
might somehow be morally justified on God’s part. It still remains that 
so far as we can see (or as far as I can see), it appears not to be.” 
Suppose that someone says that the world was made in six twenty- 
four-hour days and that what people take to show otherwise (e.g. 
fossils) does not do so since, for all we know, this ‘evidence’ should 
be interpreted differently. We protest: ‘But the evidence seems to 
support a conclusion at odds with the six-day-creation thesis.’ The 
reply comes back: ‘But there may be truths to which we have no 
access.’ In a sense, it is hard to argue with that reply. Of course, and 
not just when we are thinking about theological matters, there may be 
truths to which we lack access, truths which, if we knew about them, 
would lead us to conclude that what seems to us to be so is not so. 
But it is surely not reasonable to work on that assumption if we do, 
indeed, seem to have good reason to believe that something or other 
is the case. And, so I am suggesting, we do have good reason to think 
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that there are evils which result in no good or do not essentially con- 
tribute to some good outcome. And this fact is important if what we 
are interested in is the moral exoneration of God (or even the possi- 
bility of a moral exoneration of him). If there is a morally justifiable 
God, then perhaps it is the case that what we take to be evil leading 
to no good is nothing of the kind. Yet if there is no morally justifiable 
God, what seems to us to be evil leading to no good is what we might 
very well expect to find in the world in which we live. In this sense it 
counts against a morally justifiable God.” 

Even if you reject that line of thinking, however, there is a second 
problem with the “We Can't See All the Picture’ position: it embraces 
an arguably objectionable consequentialism that tries to trump evil by 
focusing attention away from victims of suffering. In terms of the ‘We 
Can't See All the Picture’ Argument, the rape of a child, for example, 
may be something morally permitted by God because of various 
goods (though we might not be able to see how). Yet why should we 
countenance the rape of a child while acknowledging good which it 
allows or brings about? You might say that, though the benefits to 
others involved in the occurrence or permission of something that 
happens to someone might not justify its taking place, there can be 
benefits to the victim which do (morally) justify it. And this seems to 
be true. It is not good to have one’s arm punctured by a needle, yet if 
this is done as an inoculation, the patient benefits from it. It is not 
good for a child to be painfully knocked across a room, though we 
shall think differently of this scenario if we come to realize that the 
child’s parents pushed it to stop a pan of boiling fat from falling on it. 
I am sure that you can think up lots of comparable examples. Yet 
victims do not always thrive as a result of what happens to them. 
They sometimes perish painfully. They are finished off by the evil that 
afflicts them, and, though this evil might allow for certain goods or 
prevent certain evils, it still remains evil with an uncompensated 
victim. As I shall note in a moment, some authors would deny this by 
raising the possibility of post-mortem life for human beings — a life in 
which people can come to accept how their sufferings make some 
kind of sense. Even if we are attracted to this line of thinking, 
however, there remain instances of non-human suffering, suffering 
which, so far as I know, nobody seriously takes to be compensated 
for in a post-mortem life of the sufferers in question (cats, for 
example). 


159 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


Being as happy as we could be 


Many people, however, think that God (if he exists) would want to 
maximize human happiness and that God is bad or non-existent since 
he does not do so. In response to this line of thinking others have 
challenged the view that it is always morally good to maximize hap- 
piness. Here we come to the thesis numbered (5) at the start of this 
chapter, and I have to say that I take (5) to be a plausible thesis. 

Someone who brings out its worth well is George N. Schlesinger.” 
He asks us to consider two scenarios. In the first we can keep a 
retarded child happy for life by not treating it in a way that will make 
it like other children who, like most of us, grow up to endure various 
miseries. In the second, we can, without their consent, plug people 
into a machine that will physically support them for the rest of their 
natural lives while also causing them to have very pleasurable expe- 
riences for as long as they are plugged into the machine. Should we 
morally blame people for treating the retarded child? Should we 
morally blame them for refusing to plug people into the happiness 
machine? Schlesinger (rightly, I think) notes that most people would 
reply ‘No’ to both questions. If that is the right response, however, it 
is wrong to suppose that being moral automatically means always 
maximizing happiness. As Schlesinger goes on to observe, someone 
might blame God morally for not giving us more opportunities for 
enjoyment than we have — for not, for example, giving us more senses 
by which to enjoy the presence of things around us. Yet, as 
Schlesinger also says, there seem to be no limits to what can be added 
to people by way of what we might call ‘enjoyment-achieving mecha- 
nisms’: 


One can easily conceive a super-Socrates who has a much higher 
intelligence and many more than five senses through which to 
enjoy the world, and who stands to Socrates as the latter stands to 
the pig. And there is the possibility of a super-super Socrates, and 
so on ad infinitum.” 


If we condemn God for not producing a super-Socrates, what could he 
have produced that we can condemn him for not producing? On the 
assumption that God can only bring about what is logically possible, 
and on the supposition that there is no limit when it comes to possible 
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enjoyment-achieving mechanisms, the answer is surely ‘Nothing’. In 
that case, however, we have no special reason for condemning God 
morally for setting things up as they actually exist now. Suppose 
someone says that there is a universal ethical principle according to 
which, everything being equal, one should increase the degree of 
desirability of the state of someone by as much as possible. Agreeing 
with this person, we may conclude that God is to blame for not acting 
on it. Schlesinger’s point, however, is that this principle is not some- 
thing that God could act on, since it is demanding what is not logically 
possible. Or, in his words: 


No matter to what degree of desirability [of state] is increased, it is 
always logically possible to increase it further. A mortal’s possibil- 
ities are physically limited, and hence, in his case there is a natural 
limit to the principle; but there is no limit to what God can do. It is 
therefore logically impossible for Him to fulfil the ethical principle 
.., dust as it is logically impossible to name the highest integer, it 
is impossible to grant a creature a degree of desirability of state 
higher than which is inconceivable; thus it is logically impossible 
for God to fulfil what is required by the universal ethical principle, 
and therefore He cannot fulfil it, and so is not obliged to fulfil it.” 


So there is a moral principle to which God cannot conform and 
with respect to which he cannot, therefore, be blamed. Schlesinger, 
however, takes this fact to mean that ‘the problem of evil could be 
said to have vanished’.”® And here I part company with him. For even 
if we accept his basic argument, there is plenty to blame God for if we 
are assuming that God is a moral agent. Moral agents do not, for 
example, permit. the rape of children to occur. In so far as they can, 
they prevent this. God, however, clearly does not do so. Schlesinger 
might say that this fact does nothing to prove God to be badly 
behaved given God’s omnipotence and the impossible demand that he 
should create a world m which things enjoy a state of being than 
which no greater can be conceived for them. Once again, however, 
moral agents do not, for example, permit the rape of children to 
occur, while God clearly does. Champions of means—ends theodicy 
such as Richard Swinburne will immediately say that God does so for 
morally justified reasons — e.g. so as to allow people to be virtuous, so 
as to preserve a world in which people have freedom of choice, and 
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so on.’ As I have argued, however, this line of thinking (especially 
given its often non-victim-oriented consequentialist character) does 
not count as a moral justification of God. It portrays him as one who 
is happy to countenance suffering in a way that few of us would. God 
may not be able to give us a certain level of happiness, but he can 
surely be morally condemned for planning what most of us would 
deem to be unjustifiable if planned by any human person. Defenders 
of the “We Can't See All the Picture’ Argument will have a response to 
this conclusion. I have already said, however, how I take that 
argument to fall short. Defenders of the Free Will Defence will also 
have a response to my conclusion here. I have already explained, 
however, how I take that defence to fall short. 


The best possible world 


Some, however, have suggested that our world is the best possible 
one. If that is true, then we should hardly raise our moral eyebrows at 
God for producing it (or permitting it). But is our world the best 
possible one? Common sense would seem to suggest that it is not. 
Consider once again the accident with my thumb. Would not the 
world have been just a little better if I had not trapped it in the door? 
If so, then ours is not the best possible world. For we can conceive of 
a world in which I avoided the pain I suffered when my thumb got 
whacked. 

Or can we? To speak of conceiving of worlds is surely to engage in 
pretty odd talk. I can form an idea of what my bedroom would look 
like if my bed were removed from it. But what would I be trying to 
think of if I tried to think of a world in which my bed was not in my 
bedroom? As far as I can see, I would be trying to think of a non- 
existent world. For my bed zs in my bedroom. And there 4s no world 
in which it is not. So there is literally nothing to think of when it 
comes to focusing on a world in which my bed is not in my bedroom. 
In this sense, there just is no such world, in which case it cannot be 
compared well or favourably with the real world. We can note partic- 
ular ways in which the history of the real world might go, and we 
might intelligibly say that such and such an outcome would be better 
than another. But we would not be contrasting different worlds. We 
would be noting how the one real world might become better or 
worse. 
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Yet this does not mean that there is no sense to be made of the 
claim that I can conceive of a world in which I avoided the pain I 
suffered when my thumb got whacked. I know what it is like not to 
have a painful thumb. Or, if you do not like that way of putting it, I 
know what it is for it to be true that I suffer no pain in my thumb. So 
I can grasp how things are (or have been) without my suffering 
thumb. In this sense I can surely think of the actual world as being 
without my wounded thumb. In this sense I can conceive of a world 
in which I avoided the pain I suffered when my thumb got whacked. 
We actually do this kind of thing all the time — whenever we regret 
actions we have performed, for instance, or whenever we lament the 
fact that someone died because of a sickness they might have been 
spared had they not been in a certain place or not engaged in certain 
activities. It does not seem terribly hard to think of the actual world 
as containing less badness than it does (or did). 

Some philosophers would say that this line of thinking just misses 
the point being made by the claim that our world is the best possible 
world. For, so they would note, to claim that ours is the best world 
possible is to argue about what has to be the case regardless of how 
we might be able to conceive of things being the case. Here they 
might go on to cite G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716) — probably the origina- 
tor of the “This is the best possible world’ position, and certainly its 
most famous exponent. So perhaps I should now say something 
about Leibniz’s defence of this position. 

You can find it presented in his Theodicy (1710). Here the 
argument runs as follows: 


(1) God is omnipotent, omniscient and good. 

(2) When choosing to create, God is presented with an infinity of 
possible worlds, only one of which he can bring into being. 

(3) God does nothing without a sufficient reason. 

(4) It is God’s goodness that settles his choice when it) comes to 
which possible world to create. 

(5) Being perfectly good, God will only create the best possible 
world. 

(6) If there is no best possible world, God would not create at. all. 

(7) But God has created. 

(8) So there is a best possible world and our world is that world.” 
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An initial problem with this argument is that it does nothing to 
defend theism against people who think that evil casts doubt on God’s 
existence. For it starts from the assumption that God exists. A 
defender of Leibniz might say, however, that his argument does well 
enough as a response to someone claiming that evil shows that there 
could not be a God. If the argument works, so one might suggest, then 
at least it shows us how evil in the world might be thought not to 
exclude the logical possibility of God’s existence. And that, J think, is 
true. If the premises of Leibniz’s argument are possibly true, and if the 
argument is not invalid, then it shows why we might be less than con- 
fident in concluding that, given evil, there could not possibly be a God. 
In recent years Alvin Plantinga has distinguished between a ‘theodicy’ 
and a ‘defence’. If I understand him correctly, he takes a theodicy to be 
an attempt to explain just how God and evil fit together — as John 
Milton (1608-1674) said he was doing in Paradise Lost (1667), which 
aims ‘to justify the ways of God to men’. Yet, says Plantinga, one might 
defend theists from the charge that they subscribe to inconsistent 
beliefs by noting possibilities which should prevent us from concluding 
that there actually is inconsistency in what theists believe.*° Plantinga’s 
point seems to be reasonable considered in the abstract, and one might 
therefore invoke it with an eye on Leibniz’s best-possible-world 
argument.” 

That argument, however, is committed to the view that ‘the best 
possible world’ is an expression designating something that is gen- 
uinely possible. Yet why should we suppose that it does so? There can 
be no greatest prime number, so why suppose that there can be a best 
possible world? After all, given any world one might think that one 
can conceive of, one can always think of one that contains an addi- 
tional good member (an additional healthy cat, for instance). You 
might say that if there were just one more healthy cat in our world, 
then our world would be worse than some other conceivable world. 
But why on earth would one think this claim to be plausible? Leibniz 
might say ‘Because of my argument’. But we can readily conceive of 
simple ways in which our world could be better than it is, ones which 
count as powerful rebuttals to Leibniz. 

Aquinas makes this point (though not, of course, with reference to 
Leibniz). In the Summa Theologiae he asks whether God could make 
things better than he does. He concedes that there is a sense in which 
God cannot do this — that he cannot, for example, make something 
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better than it is essentially. In Aquinas’s view, goodness has a lot to 
do with nature. In his view, badness arises as things with particular 
natures flounder and suffer given what they naturally are. So he 
thinks that God cannot, for example, make a human being to be 
better than what it is by nature. The reason? Because this would 
mean not making a human being. Or, as Aquinas puts it: ‘It is analo- 
gous to how God cannot make 4 to be more than 4, for then it would 
not be 4 but another number.”” God can make a human being, thinks 
Aquinas, but he cannot make one who is essentially better than what 
humans are essentially (an uncreated and uncreateable human being, 
for example). But Aquinas does not take this conclusion to entail that 
God cannot make things to be better than they are. For, he notes, 
some things are genuinely improvable. Also, he argues, God can make 
better things than there actually are — beings of a more exalted 
standing than people, for example. He writes: 


God cannot make something better than it is essentially, though he 
can make something that is better than it... Things can also have 
goodness which goes beyond their essence or nature — aS a human 
being can come to be virtuous and wise. God can make things 
better than they are by giving them goodness like this. And to 
speak without reservation, God can make something better than 
anything he has made.*” 


I see no good reason to disagree with Aquinas here. One might 
reply that the smallest change in the way things are or will be could 
result in a world which is overall worse than the present one. But this 
view seems pretty hard to swallow. Nor does it seem to cohere with 
the notion of divine omnipotence. If ours is the best possible world, 
then (assuming that omnipotence does not extend to bringing about 
what is not logically possible) even omnipotence cannot produce a 
better one. If, however, we take ‘God is omnipotent’ to mean that God 
can make to be anything intrinsically able to be, then it seems to 
follow that ours is not the best possible world. A world with just one 
more saint (or even one more cat) would surely be better than our 
world (since it would contain a bit more that is good). And there could 
surely be just one more saint (or cat) in our world. You might reply 
that what God can bring about depends on what free creatures decide 
to do. You might then say that there is (or might be) no possible world 
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in which free creatures do any better than they do in this one.“ But 
that response presumes that the free choices of creatures are not and 
cannot be caused by God - a position I have already rejected. 


The suffering God 


Finally, so far as the present chapter goes, I come to the suggestion 
that evil provides no case for God to answer since he is also its victim 
— a suggestion to which, in Chapter 1, I linked the names of Jon 
Sobrino and Jiirgen Moltmann. By now, however, you will realize why 
I think that this is a suggestion that ought to be rejected. I do so 
because I take it to confuse the distinction between creature and 
Creator. I reject it because I take it to be idolatrous. If what I have pre- 
viously argued (in Chapters 2 and 3) is correct, there can be no 
question of God literally suffering. For God to suffer would be for him 
to be on the receiving end of the operation of something other than 
himself, and he can never be this if he is the Creator, the reason why 
there is something rather than nothing.” 

Yet why do people like Moltmann and Sobrino take the line that 
they do? They certainly do not do so because they think that they 
have hit on a set of philosophical arguments showing that there is, in 
fact, aGod who undergoes suffering (they appear not to be very inter- 
ested in philosophical arguments). They do so for other reasons. To 
be more precise, they do so because they think that a suffering God is 
more admirable than one who does not suffer or who is incapable of 
suffering. They also do so (or, at least, Sobrino does so) because they 
think that God cannot be thought of as loving if he does not suffer and 
is not, therefore, a victim of evil. Yet these are not good reasons for 
concluding that God undergoes suffering or that it is desirable that he 
should do so. 

To start with, why is a suffering X more admirable than an X which 
undergoes no suffering at all? Here you might wish to return to the 
principle ‘Better Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied’. You might 
say that there can be suffering individuals who are far more 
admirable than non-suffering ones. And I would not wish to quarrel 
with you here. I think that we should value a dissatisfied Socrates 
more than we should value a happy pig. Or again, I think that we 
should value someone dying in pain more than we should value a 


166 


How Not to Exonerate God: IT 


turnip or a desk-lamp. Yet this does not mean that suffering, as such, 
is something to be valued. Unless we are sadists, we do not, when we 
suffer, want others to do so as well. We want them to understand 
what is happening to us, and we want them, if possible, to do some- 
thing about it. And if they end up suffering themselves, we are 
grieved. Suffering is a limitation, a restriction on one’s freedom. 
There is therefore no reason for thinking better of God if he under- 
goes suffering and is not immune to it. We may be in the soup, so to 
speak; but we can recognize this as a mark of our impotence or 
finitude. It seems odd to suppose that a God who is also in the soup 
would be better than one who is not. Moltmann and Sobrino lay stress 
on God's suffering to indicate how wonderful he is. If what they say 
is true, however, God would seem to be something vulnerable and 
passive. 

Then again, why should ‘X loves’ be thought to entail ‘X suffers’? 
One may certainly show one’s love by being prepared to suffer. Yet 
this does not mean that ‘loving’ and ‘suffering’ are synonymous. In 
our world, love often leads to suffering on the part of those who love. 
But they love before they suffer; they do not love because they suffer 
(even if they love as they suffer). Love and limitation do not have to 
go together. Sharing in actual pain is neither necessary nor sufficient 
for compassion. To love is surely to be drawn to what one takes to be 
good or desirable. So _X can be said to love in so far as it wills what is 
good or desirable. X can do this, however, without being a victim of 
suffering, and God can be said to love if he wills what is good or desir- 
able. Assuming that there are good and desirable things willed by 
God, we have sufficient reason to say that God loves (more on this 
later). We do not need to hold that God can only be said to love on the 
supposition that he suffers. We might, on the contrary, hold that God 
can only be truly thought of as unlimitedly loving on the supposition 
that he does not suffer. For suffering restricts agents and curbs their 
ability to bring about good. 

It has been said that to deny that God suffers is to think of him as 
inert or indifferent or uninvolved with our world. Yet this is not so. To 
deny that X is F (e.g. able to suffer) is not the same as saying that X 
is G (e.g. inert or indifferent or uninvolved). To say, for example, that 
someone is not French is not say that he or she is Australian or Brazil- 
ian or Welsh. It is simply to say that. there is something that the person 
in question is not. In the same way, there is no reason to suppose that 
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anything positive is being said about God if it is said (as I argue it 
needs to be) that God is not capable of suffering. It is just bad logic to 
suppose that “God does not suffer’ entails “God is inert, indifferent, or 
uninvolved’. ‘God does not suffer’ tells us what God is not, not what 
God is. Statements saying what something is not sometimes have 
positive implications to which we ought to subscribe. If a husband is 
told that the child his wife has successfully given birth to is not a boy, 
he might reasonably conclude that he has a daughter. With this 
thought in mind one might suggest that “God does not suffer’ implies 
that God is inert, indifferent, or uninvolved. Given what I have argued 
earlier, however, ‘God does not suffer’ does not imply this. If God is 
the Creator of all things, then he acts in all things. So he is not inert. 
If God wills things to exist, he can hardly be said to be indifferent or 
uninvolved when it comes to them. Indeed, if the account of God the 
Creator which I have given is correct, then God is more intimately 
involved with all creatures than any creature can be with another. Or, 
as Herbert McCabe observes: ‘It makes perfect sense to say both that 
it is not in the nature of God to suffer and also that it is not in the 
nature of God to lack the most intimate possible involvement with the 
sufferings of his creatures.”*° We can only be present to the sufferings 
of others as observers. We are not within them. My line of reasoning 
in this book, however, leads to the conclusion that God is no observer 
of us as we suffer. He is in us as making us to be. So he is with us in 
our suffering as nothing else is. He cannot, however, be this if he is 
also a victim of suffering. 

Yet if God is creatively present in our suffering, should we not 
conclude that he causes this and is therefore bad? And if we agree 
that God causes the free actions of people, should we not conclude 
that God is the source of the evil that people do? I have been arguing 
that (apart from God) there is nothing real that is not God’s doing. Yet 
there does seem to be an awful lot of badness around. Should we not 
therefore think of God as a cause of evil and therefore as bad? This is 
the question [ aim to discuss in the next chapter. 


Notes 


1. For some of these positions I am able to cite authors who defend them. 
Others, however, are less easy to attach names to since they come (to me 
at least) in the form of ideas often floated, though with no quotable pro- 
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tagonists. Since (going by what people tell me) they are ideas which have 
weighed heavily with some individuals (maybe you), they are, I think, 
therefore worth discussing. 

St Augustine sometimes offers aesthetic analogies when talking about evil, 
though he does not do so in order to offer a moral justification of God. See, 
for example, Enchiridion, Ill, 2. Is the line of thinking [ am talking about 
now another example of a means and ends defence of God? I suppose that 
it might be taken to be so (along the lines: we could not have the good 
world we have if it were not for the presence of evil). As I understand it, 
however, the reasoning I am now concerned with chiefly wishes us to 
accept that, means and ends aside, the evil in the world contributes to its 
goodness and is, therefore, not something for which to blame God. 

I recognize that this is a controversial thesis. I shall return to it in more 
detail later. For now I prefer to make a few points in a brief way. 

P. T. Geach, Logic Matters (Basil Blackwell: Oxford, 1972), p. 3065. 
Romans 8:18. 

I might say that if John says ‘X is good’ he means to say that he approves 
of X. And (on the supposition that John is not lying) I would surely be 
right to say this, since ‘good’ is a term of commendation and since (pre- 
sumably) to commend is to express approval. But if John also intends to 
say that X is good in itself and regardless of whether or not he approves 
of it, he is committed to a position which is not compatible with the view 
that ‘X is good’ only means that X is approved of by someone. 

P. T. Geach, ‘Good and Evil’, in Philippa Foot (ed.), Theories of Ethics 
(Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1967), p. 64. Geach’'s paper originally 
appeared in Analysis 17 (1936). 

Ibid. 

Herbert McCabe, God Matters (Geoffrey Chapman: London, 1987), p. 29. 
Ibid. 

He says: ‘Mes fréres, vous étes dans le malheur, mes freres, vous lavez 
mérite’ (‘Calamity has come upon you, my brethren and, my brethren, 
you deserved it’): Albert Camus, La Peste (Editions Gallimard: Paris, 
1947), p. 110. 

Those who say that it should be are arguing that one who commits an 
offence must pay something back which equals the badness of the 
offence — the paying back here being considered as a matter of pain to 
the offender. 

Some have argued that punishment (e.g. being sent to jail) is justifiable 
on the assumption that it helps to make the punished offender better 
(repentant, better motivated, etc.}. Others have argued that it is justifi- 
able if it encourages others not to offend or makes them afraid to do so. 
Some, of course, have offered positions that embrace both of these con- 
clusions. 

Of course, if what I am asking the judge to force you to give me is some- 
thing that might pose a threat to me or to others, things would be differ- 
ent. 
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I am assuming here that, for example, I can suffer more pain than my cat 
since I am something that can suffer in ways that my cat cannot. Like my 
cat, I can be physically damaged. Unlike my cat, however, I can mourn 
the loss of loved ones and be desolate because the one J love has rejected 
me. 

As I noted in the Introduction, it has been said that non-human animals 
really do not experience pain, fear, anxiety, frustration and the like. Such 
a conclusion depends on the assumption that bodily behaviour does not 
give us grounds for ascribing pain, fear, anxiety, frustration, and the like 
to individual things. I cannot argue the case here, but someone who 
accepts this assumption might benefit hugely from, for example, the way 
in which Wittgenstein talks about how we come to ascribe things like 
pain to people. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations 
(Basil Blackwell: Oxford, 1968), §$350ff. For a painless introduction to 
Wittgenstein on this matter see P. M. 8. Hacker, Wittgenstein (Phoenix: 
London, 1997), pp. 39ff. As I said in the previous note, however, I do not 
wish to deny that there is suffering attributable to people which is not 
attributable to other animals. 

I refrain from commenting on whether or not homosexual activity should 
be deemed ‘sinful’. For an extended discussion of this question see 
Gareth Moore, A Question of Truth: Christianity and Homosexuality 
(Continuum: London and New York, 2003). Moore seems to me to talk a 
lot of sense, but the present book is not the place for me to get involved 
in the debate to which his book is a contribution. 

Proverbs 3:33. 

Job 9:21-23. ‘He’ here is, of course, God. 

Jeremiah 12:lb. 

Luke 13:2-3a. In the wake of the famous Lisbon earthquake (1755) 
Voltaire (1694-1778) made a similar comment. Obviously expecting the 
answer ‘No’, he asked whether God had selected the least virtuous of the 
Portuguese to die in the Lisbon disaster. 

John 9:3. 

Romans 5:12-14a. 

I quote from Norman P. Tanner (ed.), Decrees of the Ecumenical 
Councils, vol. 2 (Sheed and Ward: London and Georgetown University 
Press: Washington, DC, 1990), p. 666. 

According to Genesis Eve committed the first sin; Adam then did what 
she had done (Genesis 3:6). 

In Absolute Value (George Allen and Unwin: London, 1970) Illtyd 
Trethowan refers to the view that ‘the fall is not an historical event 
because Adam and Eve are not historical characters’ (p. 148). As he goes 
on to say, ‘it is a sufficient answer that sin must have started sometime’. 
For a reasonable discussion of it see Christopher Kirwan, Augustine 
(Routledge: London and New York, 1989), ch. 7. 

This is very much the line William Alston takes in ‘The Inductive 
Argument from Evil’, in Daniel Howard-Snyder (ed.), The Hvidential 
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Argument from Evil (Indiana University Press: Bloomington, Ind. and 
Indianapolis, 1996), from which I quoted in Ch. 1. 

Alvin Plantinga argues along these lines in ‘Epistemic Probability and 
Evil’, reprinted in Daniel Howard-Snyder (ed.), The Evidential Argument 
from Evil (Indiana University Press: Bloomington and Indianapolis, 
1996). 

I suppose you could say that it provided me with an example to use in 
the present chapter. If that example is a good coming out of evil, 
however, then perhaps you should agree with the point I am presently 
making. 

In response to some of his critics, William Rowe makes this point in “The 
Evidential Argument from Evil: A Second Look’, in Howard-Snyder (ed.), 
The Evidential Argument from Evil. 

If I understand him correctly, David O’Connor seems to be arguing along 
these lines in God and Inscrutable Evil (Rowan and Littlefield: Lanham, 
Md and Oxford, 1998), ch. 10. 

George N. Schlesinger, New Perspectives on Old-Time Religion (Claren- 
don Press: Oxford, 1998), ch. 2. 

Ibid., p. 55. Here, of course, Schlesinger has in mind the famous, and 
usually accepted, dictum, ‘Better Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satis- 
fied’. 

Ibid. As he continues, Schlesinger replies to various published criticisms 
of this line of thinking. It seems to me that his replies meet the objections 
to which they are directed. 

Ibid. 

Schlesinger also defends this general position; see ibid., pp. 63-66. 

See G. W. Leibniz, Theodicy, ed. W. Stark (Yale University Press: New 
Haven, 1952), part 1, 9ff., pp. 128f. 

Leibniz’s claim that ours is the best possible world is remorselessly sat- 
irized by Voltaire in Candide (1759). Voltaire’s attack on Leibniz seems 
unfair, however. It supposes that Leibniz is refuted by what we observe 
to take place in the world. Yet Leibniz’s argument is clearly not an empir- 
ical one. Leibniz also thought it unaffected by the fact that all sorts of 
horrors and atrocities take place. Given that his argument is not an 
empirical one, I believe he was right to think this. 

See Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 
1974), ch. 9. A similar distinction is invoked by Peter van Inwagen in “The 
Argument from Particular Horrendous Evils’, American Catholic Philo- 
sophical Quarterly 74 (2000), pp. 66f. 

There are distinct similarities between what Leibniz and Plantinga have 
to say about God and evil. Both make considerable use of the notion of 
possible worlds. Both argue in a somewhat a priori fashion. Both end up 
saying that it cannot be shown that our world is worse than any other 
(sod could have made. 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, la.25.6 (my translation). 

Ibid. 
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44. Alvin Plantinga argues along these lines. See The Nature of Necessity, 
ch. 9. 

45. If someone claims that evil shows that there cannot be a God or that 
there probably is no God, then to say that God suffers deals with that 
claim effectively. It is obviously true that evil tells us nothing about God’s 
certain or probable non-existence if God is a victim of evil. My point, of 
course, is that we have reason to deny that God is such a victim. 

46. McCabe, God Matters, p. 46. 
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If God is the creative cause of everything other than himself, then 
does it not follow that he is the cause of evil? Does it also not follow 
that God wills evil as an end? If the right answer to these questions is 
‘Yes’, then it would seem that theists have no business calling God 
good. For even if we are willing to agree that God’s goodness cannot 
be that of a good moral agent acting dutifully or virtuously, it seems 
hard to see how the word ‘good’ could intelligibly be applied to an 
agent who directly wills evil as a goal in its own right. I shall be 
turning to the question ‘What can we mean when calling God “good”? 
in the next chapter. For now, though, I take it for granted (am simply 
prepared to accept) that God cannot be thought of as good if he 
deliberately causes evil as an end in itself — if, So to speak, he chooses 
to bring about evil for its own sake. The question, therefore, is: does 
he? In this chapter I shall be arguing that he does not. 


Kinds of evil 


As I have noted, philosophers have tended to distinguish between 
two kinds of evil. One involves pain and suffering inflicted on things 
by other things. The other consists in morally wrong behaviour. I am 
happy to accept this distinction, though a few initial points need to be 
made concerning it. 

Sometimes people talk as though pain and suffering which is not the 
result of morally bad choices is an entirely ‘natural’ affair — something 
that can in no way be traced to human choices. Yet that is not entirely 
true. If I lie dying in an earthquake zone, then, of course, I am very 
much a victim of nature. I am being affected by what I cannot control. 
On the other hand, however, we know something about where 
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earthquakes are likely to strike and can choose to avoid such places. So 
the suffering of someone in an earthquake need not be unrelated to 
human choices. You might rightly reply, of course, that some people 
have no choice when it comes to where they live. Yet this does not 
mean that choices (or a refusal to make certain choices) have not led 
them to being stuck in the situations in which they find themselves. 
People forced to live where earthquakes threaten are usually there 
because they cannot afford to be somewhere else ~ a situation which is 
not a natural one, unlike, say, being able to catch a cold. The financial 
situation of people is never unconnected with choices that they or 
(more usually) other people have made (or refused to make). 

Then again, consider those who are suffering from lung cancer or 
heart disease because of their cigarette consumption. It would be 
ludicrous to deny that their situation lacks ‘natural’ causes. They are 
afflicted by physiological processes over which they have no direct 
control. Nor do they desire these processes to occur. However, if their 
illness is the result of their cigarette consumption, and assuming that 
they were previously free to smoke or not to smoke, then it is not 
unconnected with human decision-making. And, I suspect, human 
suffering is so connected when it comes to many cases of evil where 
one’s first thought is exclusively to blame natural causes. I might 
endure agony as my aircraft plunges to the ground. But maybe I did 
not have to walk on the plane in the first place (He died because he 
chose to fly’ is a causal statement). I might become disabled in my 
bedroom because of carbon monoxide poisoning. But I might have 
been warned to install a carbon monoxide alarm and decided not to 
bother (‘He suffered because he chose to ignore good advice’ is a 
causal statement). I might contract AIDS from sleeping with someone 
who is HIV-positive. It is a virus that is affecting me, but maybe I could 
have chosen to take more care when it comes to my sex life (“He got 
sick because he did not take precautions’ is a causal statement). I am 
not, of course, saying that, for example, those who perish in plane 
crashes, or those affected by chemical poisoning or AIDS, “have only 
themselves to blame’. I am merely drawing attention to the fact that it 
is none too easy to draw a sharp line between evil that is due to 
natural causes and evil that is due (at least partly) to choices that 
people make or refuse to make.’ 

Another point that needs to be noted when it comes to the distinc- 
tion between the kinds of evil mentioned above concerns the evil 
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involved in moral evil — the point being that moral evil has nothing to 
do with the consequences of people's actions. In listening to people 
talk, the impression I have formed is that they often think otherwise. 
For many of them, someone's moral standing is to be determined with 
reference to the good or bad effects of what they choose to do. It 
seems to me, however, that ‘___ 1s morally bad’ tells us something 
about an individual, not the consequences which that individual 
manages to effect. One might instinctively feel that Hitler's moral 
badness consists in the fact that he artfully accomplished acts of 
genocide. My view, however, is that it did not consist in this at all. 

Suppose that I say that X is a bad telephone. In that case, I am 
telling you something about_X — that it does not meet agreed expec- 
tations when it comes to what a telephone should be. I am not telling 
you anything about what X has effected (e.g. giving Smokey con- 
cussion because I knocked the telephone off my desk and onto his 
head). I am telling you that it falls short considered as the kind of 
thing that it is, and, as I have said, noting that something is bad seems 
always to be drawing attention to this kind of failure. As we generally 
use the word ‘bad’ a bac_X is one that somehow fails to function well 
considered as what it is. 

So now consider a bad person. It may seem odd to suggest that 
people, as people, have a function. It may seem natural to ask “What 
are telephones for?’ or ‘What are trains for?’ It is not, perhaps, in the 
same sense natural to ask what people are for.” Yet we do distinguish 
between morally good and bad people. So what are we up to when 
doing so”? I take it that we are trying to describe people, trying to say 
what they actually are. Yet the consequences of their actions can 
hardly be part of what they actually are. What they actually are might 
enable them to effect certain changes in the world. These changes, 
however, are distinct from them. So if people are bad, that is not 
because they have managed to effect. certain changes in the world. It 
is because of what they desire (their desires being very much part of 
what they are). 

Suppose that, you go for a walk down a country lane in winter with 
a strong wind blowing. The wind causes a branch of a tree to break. 
The branch crashes onto you and you end up dead. 

Again, suppose that you go for a walk down a country lane in 
winter with a strong wind blowing. This time, however, I am lurking 
with a branch, I crash it onto you, and you end up dead. 
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When it comes to consequences, we have identical scenarios here: 
you dead by virtue of a branch hitting you. Morally speaking, however, 
we have totally different situations. In one, there is no moral evil. In the 
other, there is. And the difference lies in the fact that one scenario is 
intended by someone. It is intention to do wrong (or intention to refuse 
to aim for some good for which one should strive) that constitutes moral 
badness or evil. In this sense, moral badness lies only in individual 
agents and not in the effects of their actions. Of course, we may deem Y 
to be a worse person than Z because Y tried to bring about more badness 
than Z. But Y’s badness is still not constituted by what Y actually brought 
about. After all, my attempts to murder thousands of people (in an act of 
terrorism, say) may be thwarted (e.g. by security guards), yet this does 
not render me any better than | would be had my efforts succeeded. Bad 
luck does not exonerate. By the same token, of course, it does not make 
for guilt. I might have the misfortune to hurt others unintentionally (their 
misfortune also), but it does not therefore automatically follow that I am 
morally to be censured. You might say that I can be to blame for not 
taking steps which would prevent me unwittingly contributing to the 
amount of evil in the world. And that might be so. Yet it surely does not 
have to be so. Without knowing about it, for instance, I might contract an 
infectious disease which I pass on to other people while doing what is 
normally expected of me in day-to-day life. 

With all that said, however, I am happy to distinguish between nat- 
urally occurring evil and moral evil — or, as I prefer to call them, ‘evil 
suffered’ and ‘evil done’.” I take evil suffered to be evil that afflicts 
individuals as non-rational things in the world eat away at them in 
various ways — badness that happens to people or to other animals (or 
even to things other than animals).’ I take evil done to consist in 
freely conceiving to act badly and/or actually doing so.” This I take to 
be self-inflicted evil — badness that consists in moral failure. With 
respect to these two kinds of evil, my question now is ‘What is God’s 
causal relationship to them?’ 


Evil suffered 


With respect to evil suffered, let me first pick up on what I argued in 
the last chapter — that badness is essentially negative, a lack of what 
ought to be present or an absence of what is desirable for something 
or other. 
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Evil suffered is real enough in the sense that people and other 
things are certainly afflicted by viruses, by cars that run over them, by 
knives that cut them, by hurricanes that wreck their homes, by floods 
that wash them away, and so on. But it does not make sense to say 
that evil is one of the things that exist. Many modern logicians tell us 
that to say that something exists is to say that a first-level predicable 
truly applies to something or other — that, for example, ‘Cats exist’ is 
true if‘ _ is a eat’ is truly affirmable of some object or individual.” 
Yet ‘badness’ is not the name of any object or individual. So, going by 
the analysis just noted, it cannot be said to exist. 

To be sure, we often make existence statements without talking 
about particular objects or individuals. We say, for example, that cats 
exist or that dinosaurs do not (as opposed to ‘Smokey exists’ or ‘Dino 
does not’ — these being statements about specific things). According 
to the above analysis, however, these statements ultimately take us 
back to talk about particular objects or individuals. Hence, ‘Cats 
exist’ turns out to mean ‘Something or other is a cat’, that‘___s isa 
cat’ is truly affirmable of something. 

Such an analysis, however, does not allow us to single out badness 
as an object or individual, since badness is not an object or individ- 
ual. It warrants us in saying that ‘Badness exists’ is true if something 
or other is bad. It does not license the conclusion that there is some- 
thing (a particular individual or even a particular property) called 
badness, something that is thus and so. And even if we are not 
entirely happy with the analysis of existential claims to which I have 
just referred, we ought surely to be able to see that judging something 
to be bad is, quite generally, to declare that something desirable is 
missing. For how do we defend our claim that something or other is 
bad? We do so, and we always do so, by noting how it is lacking in 
some respect. We are lamenting an absence of being, the fact that 
what could and should be there is not there. 

When it comes to evil suffered, therefore, we are dealing with 
what, though no illusion, does not, in a Serious sense, exist. The evil 
in evil suffered is not an existent entity. It is no identifiable substance 
or posifive quality. Evil suffered occurs as existing things fail to be 
as good as they could be. In that case, however, I immediately 
conclude that the evil in evil suffered cannot be caused by God. For 
God, as I have argued, is the cause of the being of all that is real apart 
from himself, and the evil in evil suffered is not something with being, 
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not something actual, and, therefore, not something created by him. 
It cannot be thought of as a creature that God creates. Considered as 
amounting to the gap between what is there and what should be but 
is not, it is neither createable nor created. Considered as such, it 
cannot be attributed to God as an agent-cause, whose causality 
primarily extends to making things to be. 

There are holes in walls, but holes have no independent existence. 
There are holes in walls only because there are walls with something 
missing. There are blind people. But blindness has no independent 
existence. There are blind people only because there are people who 
cannot see. In a similar way, evil suffered has no independent exis- 
tence. It ‘is there’ only in the sense that something is missing. But 
what is not there cannot be thought of as made to be by the source of 
the being of things. It cannot be thought to be made to be by God. 
Following Aristotle, Aquinas distinguishes between the use of ‘is’ in 
sentences like ‘John is blind’ and ‘John is’ (i.e. exists). He takes the 
first use to signify that a predicate (i.e. ‘___ is blind’) can be attached 
to the name ‘John’ so as to result in a true statement. He takes the 
second use to signify that ‘John’ is a genuine name (.e. a word which 
labels something in the real world, something which has what 
Aquinas calls esse, or actual existence).’ In the light of these consid- 
erations, Aquinas maintains that, since God is the source of there 
being what has esse (being/existence), God cannot be thought of as 
causing evil to be. For evil is not anything actual (whether a sub- 
stance or a property). It is what we may talk of things as ‘being’ only 
in the sense that we may speak of people as ‘being blind’. Evil is the 
unreality we acknowledge when we call things bad, sick, maimed, 
defective, thwarted, and so on. And here, so I suggest, Aquinas is 
right. Evil, including evil suffered, cannot intelligibly be thought of as 
something which God has made to be. 

Yet evil suffered seems to be all around us. So just what account 
can we give of it with an eye on God's causality? My reply to this 
question is to say that evil suffered can only reasonably be regarded 
as ‘due’ to God because of goodness that he is producing. My claim is 
that when it comes to evil suffered all we have is the creative activity 
of God bringing about what is good — that God brings about every- 
thing that is good and does not directly bring about anything we might 
think of as evil suffered. 

A point to bear in mind here is that though badness consists of 
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defect or absence, it is still parasitic on goodness. You can, I think, 
have goodness without badness.* Badness, however, depends on 
there being goodness to start with. As I have suggested, to call some- 
thing bad is to complain that it does not match up to expectations in 
some way. Yet something has to succeed in being a thing of a certain 
kind if it is to be deemed to be a bad example of its kind. I may assert 
that Mary is a bad singer, but my assertion makes no sense if Mary is 
not a singer at all. [f I hand you a carrot and complain that it is a bad 
singer, you will make nothing of what I am saying. There cannot be 
bad singers unless there are singers to start with. So even the worst 
singer has to be good to some extent — has to have made it into the 
realm of singers. Someone who has not done this is not even a singer 
and cannot, therefore, be a bad one. A bad X has to succeed in being 
an X. In this sense, badness is parasitic on goodness. 

Parasitic considered as what? Certainly not as a substance or 
positive quality, attribute or property inhering in anything. If what I 
have argued is correct, badness is parasitic on goodness only in the 
sense that there is no badness unless there is a gap between what 
something actually is (what something succeeds in being) and what it 
ought or needs to be but is not. There is badness because there are 
things which are not as good as they ought or need to be considered 
as the kinds of things they are. It that case, however, it seems that 
badness is not something produced, whether by God or by anything 
else. Of course, any old agent can bring it about that something is bad 
(i.e. failing, faulty, thwarted, defective, lacking). I can do that just by 
sitting on Smokey, setting fire to my apartment, or poking myself in 
the eye. To bring it about that something is bad, however, cannot be 
to bring it about that something new (whether a substance or a 
positive attribute) comes to be in the world. For the badness of what 
is bad is not anything actually existing. It consists of what is not there 
in something that is there. To be sure, we can truly predicate badness 
of things. We can Say, quite generally, that _X, Y, or Z are bad, and we 
might be right to do so. Or we can be more specific and say ‘X is a bad 
glass of wine’ or ‘Y is a person suffering from an ailment’ or ‘Z is a bad 
philosopher’. To speak in this way, however, is always to draw atten- 
tion to what is lacking. To draw attention to badness is to complain 
that what we want to be there is not. As I have argued, though, it is 
also to draw attention to what is there and somehow succeeds in 
being what it is considered as what it. is. 
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So my argument is that badness exists in so far as things are good 
to a certain extent but lacking in one or more respects. When it comes 
to evil suffered, therefore, I obviously have to conclude (given what I 
have maintained earlier in this book) that God is causally responsible 
for the goodness to be found in things. If we think of God as making 
the ‘difference’ between there being something and nothing, if we 
think of God as an agent-cause bringing it about that everything 
(whether an individual or a positive attribute) exists, then whatever is 
good is caused to be by God. For to be good is to succeed in being in 
some way. This thought, however, does not force us to conclude that 
God is an agent-cause who brings badness or evil to be. For badness 
or evil lack existence in the way that individuals and positive attrib- 
utes do not. God may be the Creator of all things, but he cannot create 
badness or evil. He can only create things which succeed in being 
good to some extent while also failing. 

God, therefore, is not causally responsible for the existence of evil 
or badness, for, in the sense I have tried to explain, evil or badness 
does not exist. From this it seems to follow that God does not will evil 
suffered as an end in itself. He does not and cannot will it to exist as 
a creature. Yet he does seem to will it somehow. For there are lots of 
examples of evil suffered. Cats get sat on by absent-minded philoso- 
phers, Zebras are mauled by tigers. People become sick. Tidal waves 
devastate communities made up of thousands of people. So where 
does God come into all of this? My answer is ‘Only as making what is 
goad’. 

You will, of course, realize that I am not saying that it is, without 
qualification, good for there to be evil suffered. I am not, for example, 
endorsing the position of Voltaire’s Pangloss in Candide. Confronted 
by various evils, Pangloss continues to insist that this is the best of all 
possible worlds. That, however, is not what I am saying.’ Nor am I 
siding with those who argue that a good God would be sure to lay on 
a lot of evil suffered.!° My point is that there is goodness, but only to 
a certain degree, that God makes all that is good to be, and that God 
cannot be accused of creating evil. My claim is that, when it comes to 
evil suffered, evil is not created by (caused by) God. For God to create 
is for him to make it to be that something actually exists. The evil in 
evil suffered, I am saying, does not actually exist. It is what we can 
refer to only because we can identify individuals or attributes which 
actually exist and note ways in which they are failing or lacking when 
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it comes to being. The badness in a diseased cat is nothing real in the 
cat. It is what we grieve about as we note how an actual cat fails to 
thrive in some way. Of course it is true that this animal might be 
failing because of something positive in it — a key it has swallowed, 
for instance. What worries us about such objects in cats (or 
whatever) is, however, not that they are there but that they diminish 
those cats (or whatever) in which they exist. If growing an extra hair 
caused people to become sick, we would regard the presence of an 
extra hair as bad. We do not do that, since an increase in hairs does 
not eat away at our well-being. A hair, for us, is just one more 
appendage. It harms us in no way. By the same token, cancer growths 
would not worry us (except perhaps aesthetically) if they did no harm 
to things in which they arise. Cancer growths are not intrinsically 
bad. We think of them as bad because they render certain things 
(especially ourselves) less than we want them to be. We think of them 
as bad because they bring it about that various things (especially our- 
selves) are failing to be what we would like them to be. 

One may still ask, however, what it is that God 1s bringing about as 
evil suffered occurs. Yet my answer, once again, is ‘nothing but good’. 
For, so it seems to me, every example of evil suffered is either an 
instance of goodness or something that is only there because of 
goodness. As I have suggested, even victims of evil suffered have also 
to be things which somehow succeed in being good. I cannot be a 
human being with a toothache if J am not (do not succeed in being) a 
human being, and so on. Yet my being a victim of evil suffered is 
always naturally explicable in terms of the flourishing of something 
other than me. So we have evil suffered when we have something 
which is good to a certain degree while thwarted by what is also good 
to a certain degree. We have evil suffered only when we have 
goodness curtailed by goodness. Or, to put it another way, there is 
always concomitant good when it comes to evil suffered, for evil 
suffered only occurs as something thrives at the expense of some- 
thing else. It may be bad for a lamb to be eaten by a lion, yet, as 
Herbert McCabe coyly observes, ‘the lion is being fulfilled, indeed he 
is being filled, precisely by what damages the lamb and renders it 
defective’ .!! 

Another way of making this point is to say that evil suffered is 
always, in principle, scientifically explicable. Confronted by evil 
suffered we seek to understand what it is that by being good in its 
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way renders something bad. We do not throw up our hands and say 
‘Oh, there is no natural explanation for this’. We look for causes, for 
things which are doing well considered as what they are, things the 
flourishing of which accounts for the badness suffered by other 
things. Once again, therefore, I say that God is only bringing goodness 
about when it comes to evil suffered. 

You might reply that there is more evil suffered than there needs to 
be and that God is therefore to be blamed. William Rowe seems to be 
saying this. Remember his example of the fawn dying in a forest fire.” 
Rowe clearly thinks that the suffering of the fawn is suffering that 
need not be. In a sense, of course, he is right. It is not logically nec- 
essary that there be any fawns at all. But the actual suffering of an 
actual fawn is only more suffering than there need be (and is there- 
fore, as Rowe likes to say, ‘pointless’) if it lacks natural causes, if it is 
scientifically inexplicable. Assuming that it is scientifically explicable, 
however, then it arises because something other than the fawn is 
flourishing at some level. Here, once again, I agree with McCabe: 


It may be argued that God could have made a material world 
without so much sheer pain in it. But let us look at what is being 
said if we say this. Ordinarily if I have a headache the doctor will 
explain what brought it about — it was that fifth whiskey last night. 
It was the whiskey behaving like good whiskey — as whiskey may 
be expected to behave — which brought about my headache. There 
is no mystery about my headache. Similarly with my cancer or my 
influenza — always there is a natural explanation and always the 
explanation is in terms of some things, cells or germs or whatever 
doing what comes naturally, being good. Sometimes of course and 
rather more often than he admits, the doctor is baffled. But he puts 
this down to his own ignorance; he says: ‘Well, eventually we may 
hope to find out what is causing this, what things are bringing it 
about simply by being their good selves, but for the moment we 
don’t know’. What he does not say is this: there is no explanation 
in nature for this, it is an anti-miracle worked by a malignant God. 
But that is what he would have to say if he thought that there was 
more pain in the world than there need be. More suffering than 
there need be would be suffering that had no natural cause, that 
was not the obverse of some good, that was scientifically inexpli- 
cable ... The pain and agony of the world is just what you would 
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expect to find in a material world —no more and no less. If we think 
otherwise we do not just give up belief in a good God, we give up 
belief in the rational scientific intelligibility of the world.’” 


In reply to this line of argument you might say that it would be best 
for there to be no material world in which some things do well while 
others do badly.'* However, and passing over the fact that most of us 
seem glad to be here, it remains that evil suffered cannot be cited in 
defence of the claim that God wills evil as an end in itself. When it 
comes to evil suffered, God is only making what, to various degrees, 
is good. He is intending and effecting nothing but that. You might say 
that God could have made a material world and prevented any suf- 
ferings in it by a series of miraculous interventions. However, and 
passing over the difficulties of knowing what such a world would be 
like (it certainly would not be anything like ours), it remains that 
actual evil suffered (evil suffered in the real world) cannot be thought 
of as directly willed by God as an end in itself. 


Evil done 


When it comes to evil done, however, we are clearly dealing with 
something significantly different from evil suffered. For, as far as I 
can see, in the case of evil done there is no concomitant good. When 
a lion attacks a lamb, something, at least, is doing well. Not so, 
however, when I fail morally speaking, or when (to use religious 
language) I sin. Here there is no flourishing to account for the evil that 
is present. There seems to be nothing but failure. 

Here, once again, | want to draw attention to the fact that the evil 
of evil done lies only in those who act badly. Bad human choices can 
certainly result in evil suffered — as, for example, when I torture you. 
But the evil suffered here is in you, not in me, and the evil done is in 
me and not in you (though, of course, there can be evil suffered in me 
because of evil done by me ~ as, for example, when | lose a limb while 
trying to blow up a safe in a bank that I am robbing). Also, as I have 
noted, there can be evil done when there are no bad effects following 
from the actions of those who seek what is sinful or morally bad. 
When it comes to evil done the only victims are those who do evil 
(who successfully choose to bring about effects which they should 
not choose to bring about) or who plan evil (who, whether success- 
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ful or not, are intent on bringing about effects which they should not 
choose to bring about). So we cannot relate God causally to evil done 
by saying that it occurs, since God is bringing about a good which 
goes with it, a good which accounts for it. Evil done is self-inflicted 
evil with no corresponding good." Since bad intentions can lead to 
good results, it may well be, of course, that evil done might bring 
about what is good. I suspect that nobody denies that good can come 
from evil, including evil done. Such good, however, can only arise 
accidentally from evil done. It is not an accident that a lion’s feeding 
on a lamb leads to a diminishment in the lamb and an improvement in 
the lion. Here there is a non-contingent causal connection between 
goodness and badness. Given that a lion is feeding on a lamb, you 
expect the lamb to be in a bad way (because of what you know about 
lions and lambs). Unless you take miracles to be the norm, there are 
no surprises here. We might well be surprised, though, to learn that 
my murdering you brought about what is good. Let us suppose that 
you are a vicious dictator who engages in acts of genocide. I murder 
you and your people become liberated (forgive the simplicity of this 
example). Here there seems to be good which arises from evil done, 
but it is good which arises only accidentally, because of the work of 
all sorts of causes other than me. It does not follow from what I do, 
as the demise of a lamb follows from the gnawing of a lion. 

So evil done is in itself a dead loss. There is no flourishing in it, no 
intrinsic gain, no good at all. How, then, should we think of God’s 
causal role when it comes to it? I have already argued that God is 
what makes everything to be. So I seem to be committed to the con- 
clusion that when Fred goes in for evil done God is the cause of all 
that is real in Fred. And this is a conclusion which I do, indeed, 
accept. I do not, however, think that this conclusion commits me to 
the view that evil done is God’s doing. In Aquinas’s language, what it 
commits me to is the view that God causes the ‘act of sin’ but does not 
cause sin itself. 

By ‘God’s doing’ I mean ‘something creatively produced by God’. A 
slinky, grey cat prowling around a flower bed is God’s doing since God 
is present to it as making it to be as it prowls around. Yet the evil in 
evil done cannot, in this sense, be God’s doing. We have evil done 
when someone fails to act well (whether by commission or omission). 
If I rob you, I act. unjustly, so I fail by commission (by deliberately 
acting so as to bring about a situation that J ought not to bring about). 
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When I say nothing when noting that you are about to damage 
yourself, I do not do what JI should do, so J fail] by omission. Whether 
I fail by commission or omission, however, the fact remains that | fail. 
Goodness I should be displaying is just not being displayed by me. Of 
course it may be true that evil done might involve the presence of 
much that could, all things being equal, be thought of as good. 
Someone adept at genocide, for example, has to exhibit skills that, in 
some contexts, we would love to see exercised — artful planning, for 
example, or an ability to organize people. It remains, however, that 
evil done, like evil suffered (and like evil as such), is an absence of 
what ought to be there, an absence of what is due, fitting, appropri- 
ate, obligatory, and so on. So it is not something that, strictly 
speaking, exists. It is no thing, entity, or substance. It is no positive 
quality or attribute. Its being consists of a failure to be. In that case, 
however, it cannot be thought of as being (creatively) made to be by 
God. Just as God cannot cause the existence of the evil in evil 
suffered, so he cannot cause the existence of the evil in evil done. 

So where does it come from? At one level, of course, it does not 
come from anything since ‘it’ is not really an it. The evil of evil done 
is not an entity or positive attribute of any kind. It is not, for example, 
something that Aristotle could have fitted into his account in the Cat- 
egories of ways in which things are.'° Yet we are not always talking 
nonsense when we say that so and so has acted badly or is morally 
evil. It can surely be true that Fred, or whoever, is morally deficient. 
So perhaps we need to distinguish between existential assertions that 
tell us what really exists and those which, without doing this, are 
nevertheless true. And, I think, we can sensibly do so. As I have 
already noted, there are true existential statements which are not 
asserting that some individual, substance, property or quality is 
actually there in the real world. ‘Blindness exists’ is an example. To 
endorse this statement is not to suggest that we shall anywhere find 
an object or property called ‘Blindness’. It is to say that something or 
other fails to see, and it is logically different from, say, “The Trojan 
Horse still exists’. Is there blindness? Obviously there is, for we can 
truly say that, for example, some people are blind. To be blind, 
however, is nothing other than not being able to see, to be deprived 
of a way of being. So blindness is nothing real in itself and, in this 
sense, is not an ‘it’. It can be said to have causes, but not ones making 
it to be as an independent entity or positive property.”’ 
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Similarly, evil done can be said to have causes, but not ones 
making it to be as an independent entity or positive property. In that 
case, however, the evil of evil done cannot be causally traced to God. 
As I have argued, God makes things to be as opposed to there being 
nothing. So he cannot be thought of as making the evil of evil done. 
He cannot be thought of as creating it. This, however, does not mean 
that the evil of evil done (the fact that we can truly say that people 
have acted badly) is causally inexplicable. Indeed, it seems to me, evil 
done is always (in principle) causally explicable. 

Suppose that I rob you and that I do so freely. Now why did I 
choose to rob you? Passing over the suggestion that this is a question 
we need never raise, most of us would here be looking for a motive. 
We might, for example, feel satisfied if told that I was just about to be 
evicted from my home and saw your money as a way of keeping me 
in it. So my robbing you admits of causal explanation. I robbed you 
because 1 wanted to stay in my home and saw your money as a way 
for me to do so. Or again, suppose that John rapes Mary. Assuming 
that he chose to do so, we would make sense of a statement along the 
lines ‘John raped Mary because he was infatuated with her and 
wanted nothing more than to have sex with her’. In both of these 
cases, and, I think, in all quotable instances of evil done, we have 
agents who act with an eye on what they want. And knowing what 
they want helps us to understand why their acts happened. 

A point to bear in mind here is that we cannot make sense of 
people choosing to do what they do if we do not take them to be 
choosing what they think a good thing to do. Of course people often 
choose to do what is bad, but never as wanting what they take to be 
bad. As I argued earlier, if people are acting voluntarily, it always 
makes sense to ask them ‘With a view to what are you doing that?’ 
And voluntary behaviour is action geared to what the actor is 
attracted to (even if only as constrained by circumstances from which 
the actor would rather escape). To act voluntarily is to pursue one’s 
desires. So desires can explain evil done. It makes perfect sense, for 
instance, to say that Fred killed Bill because he wanted to inherit his 
money. Fred’s desire for wealth explains his decision to commit 
murder. It is a causal factor when it comes to Bill’s demise." 

Yet it does not follow from this that evil done can be thought to be 
something produced by God. Causally explicable it may be, but not 
causally explicable as created by God. For it is essentially negative — 
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it amounts to the absence of a good that should be there. We have evil 
done when agents choose or settle for goods for which they ought not 
to settle given their circumstances. These goods, indeed, may be 
genuine goods considered in the abstract. It is, for example, and in 
the abstract, good to have money, for money can be used to preserve 
one’s health, nurture one’s family, or aid the poor. But, as I assume 
you agree, it is not good to obtain money by acting unjustly — e.g. by 
murdering someone. To do so is to value personal and material well- 
being over a life of virtue. And, I am saying, evil done consists pre- 
cisely in a kind of wrong valuing. It occurs as a good that should be 
sought is not sought. And what is not done by us cannot. be thought 
of as done by (as produced by) God. 

If what I have previously been arguing is correct, however, then 
God can hardly be causally uninvolved when it comes to those who 
choose to do what is bad or morally wrong. Indeed, he must be 
causally present when it comes to all that they do. Their doing, in fact, 
has also, in some sense, to be his doing — his as their Creator making 
all that is real in them to be. Yet it does not follow from this that God 
causes the evil in evil done. Here, as | briefly indicated above, | find 
Aquinas to have something useful to say. ‘Does God Cause Sin?’, he 
asks.’ His answer is ‘No’, and he defends this conclusion along the 
lines that I have done. He says, for example, that ‘sin as we properly 
speak of it in moral matters, and as it has the nature of moral wrong, 
comes about because the will by tending toward an improper end 
fails to attain its proper end’.” Yet Aquinas goes on to ask, ‘Do Acts of 
Sin Come from God?’, and his answer to this question is ‘Yes’.”' I think 
that his reasons for this answer are good ones, though I do not take 
them to conflict with his claim that God does not cause sin. So let me 
now follow him a little as he develops his case. 

He begins by noting that those who think that God does not cause 
sin (the evil in evil done) have sometimes concluded that God cannot, 
therefore, cause acts of sin. Aquinas has previously agreed that God 
cannot be thought to cause the evil of sin, since this ts an absence of 
being and since for God to cause is for God to make something to be. 
Aquinas, however, finds it impossible to believe that when, for 
example, I shoot you by pulling the trigger on a gun, my pulling the 
trigger of the gun lacks being. ‘Acts of sin’, he observes, ‘are evidently 
beings and classified in the category of being. And so we need to say 
that the acts are from God.” Aquinas thinks that these acts are from 
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God, since he takes God to be the creative source of all that is real. In 
his words: 


Since God is by his essence being, for his essence is his existing, 
everything existing in whatever way derives from himself. For 
there is nothing else that can be its own existing; rather we call 
everything else a being by some participation. And everything we 
call such a thing by participation derives from what is such by 
essence. For example, everything on fire derives from what is fire 
by essence ... And so we need to say that the acts |sc. acts of sin] 
are from God.” 


Aquinas’s use of the word ‘participation’ here presumably derives 
from Neo-Platonic authors with whom he was acquainted.” We need 
not let that faze us at this point, however, for it is clear what Aquinas 
is Saying in the passage just quoted. He is insisting that, since every- 
thing other than God only exists because God makes it to be, acts of 
sin, being perfectly real, are made to be by God. 

Among the things that exist, of course, are those that undergo 
change. And with this thought in mind Aquinas offers a further reason 
for saying that acts of sin come from God. In his view (one which he 
has to hold given his commitment to the claim that all reality other 
than God owes its being to God), all real creaturely change derives 
from God. According to Aquinas, when X really changes from being 
actually F’ so as to become actually G (when, for example, my hot, 
buttered toast becomes cold, soggy sludge), something which was not 
comes into being and does so because of God considered as the 
source of the being of everything. Now the coming to be of an act of 
sin is the coming to be of what previously was not. So Aquinas traces 
it to God. He writes: 


Every movement of secondary causes needs to be caused by the 
first mover... But God is the first mover regarding all movements 
... 90, Since acts of sin are movements of free choice, we need to 
say that such acts as acts come from God.” 


Given what I have argued above, I obviously accept this line of 
thinking. I think that we have to say that acts of sin (or, if you like, 
morally reprehensible acts) are caused to exist by God. If this were 
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not so, they would simply not be there to be noted and discussed. A 
failure to act cannot, however, have an agent-cause (something that 
brings it about as something positive — as, for example, parent cats 
bring about kittens, or as chefs produce meals). And the badness in 
evil done is just a failure in action. So even if God causes the act of 
sin (even if God makes me to be as shooting you), he cannot be seri- 
ously thought of as causing the badness of evil done. All he is causing 
is what is actually there (and the evil in evil done is not). Or, as 
Aquinas observes: 


Sin can be called a being and an action only in the sense that some- 
thing is missing. And this missing element comes from a created 
cause, i.e., the free will in its departure from order to the First 
Agent who is God. Accordingly, this defect is not ascribed to God 
as its cause, but to the free will, just as the limp in a cripple comes 
from his deformity and not from his power to move even though 
this power enables him to limp. Hence God is the cause of the act 
of sinning but not the cause of sin for he does not bring about the 
defect.”° 


According to Aquinas, sin arises because we do not choose to act as 
we should. We cannot do this, he thinks, without actually doing some- 
thing, and God accounts for what we actually do. But God cannot 
account for (directly cause) the badness of what we do. This is not 
something that he can be thought of as creating. And here, again, | 
agree with Aquinas. My failure to do what I ought, though possibly 
taking the form of many nasty deeds (all of them, perhaps, capturable 
on video), is a failure, an absence, a non-being. So it is not created by 
God. It is not due to God that any moral failure is due to me. God does 
not make absences, non-beings, failures. You might, of course, say 
that since God is the author of all that is real and positive in the 
world, God is, by extension, the author of all of its privations, includ- 
ing that of sin. You might say that, even if it is true that evil is a 
privation, it does not follow that God is not the author of evils, since 
what is positively willed by God is a sufficient condition for some evil 
to obtam. And I agree that there would be no evil if it were not for 
God. The question to focus on, however, is what is God’s causal role 
when it comes to evil. The phrase ‘sufficient condition’ is a somewhat 
vague one. A sufficient condition, I suppose, is what is enough for 
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some outcome to ensue. In that case, though, it seems wrong to 
describe God as a sufficient condition of anything. Of course, he is 
enough to ensure some result. Yet he is that even if he does not 
choose to create at all. So how are we to think of him on the suppo- 
sition that he has ensured results? My argument is that for God to 
ensure results is simply for God to create (to make to be what can be 
singled out as a genuine substance or positive property). And, I am 
saying, privations are not createable things. So God does not make 
them to be even if he makes a world in which they can be noted as 
being the privations they are. If he is the ‘author’ of privations, he is 
so only as making to be that which is not a privation, and not as 
willing (creating) evil as an end in itself. 


Evil done and God’s responsibility to prevent it 


Yet might not God have made me better than I am? Might he not have 
ensured that I never did anything wrong? As we have seen, some 
thinkers hold that God could not have done this. They maintain that, 
since I enjoy human freedom, how good I am is up to me. God, they 
think, cannot cause me to be better than I am. If God is to leave me 
with my freedom, he has to permit me to sin if I choose to. Given what 
I have already argued concerning God and human freedom, however, 
you will realize why I deny all this. Without disbelieving in the reality 
of human freedom I, like Aquinas, see no reason why God could not 
have made me to be better than I am when it comes to the choices I 
make — no reason why God could not have brought it about that I (and 
all other people) always choose well and never exhibit evil done. In 
that case, however, should we not deem God to be causally account- 
able for evil done in so far as he is guilty by neglect — guilty for not 
having seen to it that people never choose to do what is bad? 

My reply to this question basically takes me back to what I was 
saying in Chapter 4. To say that God is guilty by neglect is to say that 
there is something he ought to have done but has not — it is to hold 
him morally accountable. But it is a mistake to think of God as 
morally accountable. One might say that just as the captain of a ship 
has a duty to make sure that his vessel does not run aground, so God 
has a duty to ensure that his free creatures commit no sin. The 
analogy, however, does not hold. The captain of a ship is part of a 
world in which individuals can be held accountable given their place 
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in it. God, on the other hand, is no such individual. It is a sea captain’s 
job to keep his vessel afloat, but how can we suppose that it is God’s 
job to keep us from acting wrongly? To do so would involve conceiv- 
ing of God as a particular kind of thing subject to duties and obliga- 
tions, and I have already tried to explain why we should not think of 
God in that way. Of course we can agree that God would be bad if he 
willed the evil of evil done directly and as an end in itself. As I have 
been arguing, however, God cannot be thought of as doing this. When 
it comes to evil done we are confronted by an absence of goodness 
and only that. You might insist that when it comes to evil done there 
is an absence that ought not to be there. We would surely be 
mistaken, however, if we expressed this thought by saying that God 
ought to have made more goodness than he has. To say that would 
effectively be to say that God is under an obligation to create — for as 
goods in the world come about they only do so as made to be (as 
created) by God. What, however, could justify the claim that God is 
under an obligation to create? That claim certainly does not square 
with traditional talk about God. This views God's act of creating as 
gratuitous. In any case, though, how can we make sense of the notion 
that God is obliged to create? Because there is a law stating that any 
decent God would create? That suggestion is hardly to be taken 
seriously. 

There is a tradition of thought according to which goodness natu- 
rally pours itself forth. Hence, for example, Aquinas writes: 


The communication of being and goodness arises from goodness. 
This is evident from the very nature and definition of the good. By 
nature, the good of each thing is its act and perfection. Now each 
thing acts in so far as it is in act, and in acting it diffuses being and 
goodness to other things.”’ 


For Aquinas, goodness consists in desirable existence. He also thinks 
that anything acting is somehow good and also brings goodness 
about. So he is happy with the conclusion that goodness can be 
thought of as naturally leading to goodness. But he does not take this 
to imply that the goodness of God is such that it has to result in the 
existence of any creature. We can see, he thinks, that goodness 
naturally leads to goodness among creatures (that, for example, med- 
icines sometimes heal). Yet, so he also thinks, God’s goodness (which 
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is nothing different from God) is not something which has to produce 
or act as an agent-cause (even if it is true that God never acts except 
as willing what is good). For one thing, says Aquinas, God gains no 
good (is not himself improved) by creating; he does not need crea- 
tures in order to be the goodness that he is.” 

Is Aquinas right here? It seems to me that he is. As I have argued, 
we need to think of God as unchangeable. So there can be no question 
of the emergence of creatures improving God or adding to his 
goodness. Nor can we think that God’s goodness would not be what 
it is without the existence of creatures. The contrary must surely be 
the case. There would be no creaturely goodness without God being 
God to start with and independently of it. Or, as Aquinas says: 


The will is not directed to what is for the sake of an end if the end 
can be without it. For, on the basis of his intention to heal, a doctor 
does not necessarily have to give to a sick person the medicine 
without which the sick person can nevertheless be healed. Since, 
then, the divine goodness can be without other things, and, indeed, 
is in no way increased by other things, it is under no necessity to 
will other things from the fact of willing its own goodness.” 


If Aquinas is right here, as I think he is, then God’s goodness does not 
entail the existence of any creaturely goodness and we cannot 
conclude from “goodness naturally pours itself out’ (assuming that we 
accept this dictum) that God could never fail to produce a world or 
that he could never fail to produce a world containing more good than 
ours has exhibited, now exhibits, or will exhibit. We can speak of 
there being a necessity in created things given certain suppositions 
concerning God. If God immutably wills to create, for example, then 
the existence of created things is assured. Again, given that God has 
created such and such, then there is no question of the such and such 
in question not existing. And if God is to make things of certain kinds, 
then he is constrained when it comes to what he produces and there 
is necessity when it comes to what they are (God cannot, for instance, 
given what cats are, make a non-mammalian cat; so any cats made by 
God are necessarily mammals). The suppositions here, however, are 
nothing but suppositions. They tell us what has to be when it comes 
to created things given that God has created. They do not tell us that 
God has to create or that he has to make more good than there is. 
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Goodness and being 


At this point it is worth noting that we can reasonably regard God's 
creating and the coming about of good as two sides of one and the 
same coin — that for God to create just is for him to bring about what 
is good. For something is good only in so far as it exists and succeeds 
in being in some way, and what God brings about is, and is only, that 
things exist. Yes, we can say that God brings it about that things, for 
example, undergo change. But to undergo change is to be in some 
way. Yes, we can Say that God has made a world in which evil suffered 
occurs. But we cannot mean by this that God is creating something 
bad. We have to mean that he is making certain things to be good, 
things which bring it about that other things are diminished when it 
comes to their good ways of being. We can also say that God has 
made a world in which evil done is rampant — but not as creating the 
evil in evil done. When it comes to what is actually there, evil done is 
nothing but a matter of success or goodness — the thriving of those 
who turn away from what is truly good. Here, of course, I am not 
taking ‘thriving’ to mean ‘the having of what is really good for them’. 
{ am simply drawing attention to the fact that freely to do what is 
morally bad is also, paradoxically, to be good (to be a success) in 
certain ways. In referring to this fact above I used the example of 
genocide, but one can draw attention to what, considered independ- 
ently of context, is good when it comes to any instance of evil done. 
All things being equal, it is not good for men to succeed in beating up 
women. They cannot do so, however, without being able, agile, 
strong, active, and so on. All things being equal, it is not good for 
people to bring it about that other people become drug-dependent. 
They cannot do so, however, without living, breathing, using their 
intelligence, and so on. 

In that case, however, what can it mean to speak of God as 
being good? I have already tried to resist the suggestion that God is 
morally good. Yet might we be able to develop a reasoned case for 
calling God good without ending up saying that he is well behaved? 
And what of the famous claim that God is good because he is loving? 
How should we think of God’s love when it comes to the topic of God 
and evil? I turn to all these questions in the next chapter, in which I 
also want to ask how we should think of God as acting for reasons. 
Confronted by evil, people often say ‘Wky has God done or allowed 
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that?’ Before seeking to reply to these people, we might, as I shall 
soon be suggesting, pause to ask what the sense of the question is 
and whether it is answerable even in principle. 


Notes 


1, Imight add that what are sometimes cited as naturally occurring evils are 
not, in themselves, necessarily evil. We might spontaneously speak of the 
evil of an earthquake in which thousands of people died. But earthquakes 
themselves are hardly evil. They are simply naturally occurring events. 
We describe them as evils in so far as they affect things of different kinds 
(principally ourselves and other animals, though sometimes also natural 
phenomena, such as scenic landscapes we value). Here | agree, though 
would add to (with an eye, for example, on non-human animals and 
scenic landscapes), what Nicholas Wolterstorff says as he writes: ‘When 
we speak of hurricanes, floods, and the like as evils, what we really have 
in mind is their effects on the human beings in the region. Strictly 
speaking, it’s those effects that are the evils.’ See Nicholas Wolterstorff, 
‘Identifying Good and Evil’, in Predrag Cicovacki (ed.), Destined for 
Evil? The Twentieth Century Responses (University of Rochester Press: 
Rochester, NY, 2005), p. 48. 

2. Of course, this does not mean that people are not, in fact, for something 
(e.g., for enjoying union with God). 

3. Following Herbert McCabe, I am here echoing the distinction Aquinas 
makes between what he calls malum poenae and malum culpae. For 
Aquinas, see, for example, Summa Theologiae, 1a.48.5 and De Malo, 1.4. 
For McCabe, see Herbert McCabe, God Matters (Geoffrey Chapman: 
London, 1987), ch. 3. Malum poenae and malum culpae literally mean 
‘evil of punishment’ and ‘evil of fault’. 

4. A meteor devastating an island uninhabited by people or animals would 
be damaging it (though I suppose that there is no such island on our 
planet, at any rate). So I take non-animate things to be potential victims 
of evil suffered. 

5. I am assuming here that a refusal to act can also be thought of as an 
action. The assumption seems a reasonable one since one can only refuse 
to act by choosing to do something else (even something as static as 
sitting in a chair with one’s arms folded). 

6. For a classic defence of this position, see, once again, C. J. F. Williams, 
What is Existence? (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1981). A first-level predi- 
cable is one that can be sensibly applied to an object or individual rather 
than to a concept. Thus ‘_____ is feline’ can be sensibly predicated of my 
cat at first level while ‘___ is numerous’ cannot. It makes sense to say 
that, for example, ‘Cats are numerous’, but this statement cannot be read 
as describing any particular cat. Rather, it seems to be telling us some- 
thing about how to make use of the word ‘cat’ while trying to speak truly. 
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Note that I take a predicable to be an expression which might be used as 
part of a proposition to say something about something. I take a predi- 
cate to be an expression which is actually so used. 

See Thomas Aquinas, De Enie et Essentia, 1, Commentary on Aristotle's 
‘Metaphysics’, bk 5, lectio 9, Summa Theologiae, Ia.3.4 ad 2 and 1a.48.2 
ad 2. 

I touched on this point in Ch. 6. I shall have more to say about it in Ch. 8. 
See Ch. 6 above. 

See Ch. 5 above. 

McCabe, God Matters, p. 31. 

See Ch. 1 above. 

McCabe, God Matters, pp. 32f. One may, of course, wish to challenge 
belief in what McCabe calls ‘the rational scientific intelligibility of the 
world’. Or one may want to say that examples of evil suffered really are 
anti-miracles worked by a malignant God. Few people, however, would 
embrace either of these positions — ones which, in any case, I cannot 
engage with in this book. 

However, if by this you mean that it would be best for there to be no 
created order at all, then I have to say that 1 do not understand what you 
might mean. We evaluate situations in a created world in terms of good 
and bad. So we can intelligibly say, for example, ‘The best thing to do in 
these circumstances is___’ or ‘Jt would be best to put the flowers there 
rather than here’. There can be no way, however, of making a compara- 
tive evaluation when it comes to there being nothing and there being a 
created order, since there is no intelligible contrast to be made here. 
Nothing (there being nothing created) is not different from anything. 

As Nicholas Wolterstorff says: ‘When I act in a morally wrong way, | 
impair the excellence of my life; I impair my flourishing . . . Moral evil, in 
its very nature, is impairment evil in the life of the person who perpe- 
trated the moral evil.” See Wolterstorff, ‘Identifying Good and Evil’, 
pp. 48F. 

For a reliable translation of Aristotle’s Categories see Aristotle's Cate- 
gories and De Interpretatione, tr. J. L. Ackrill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1963). 

For more on this see C. F. J. Martin, Thomas Aquinas: God and Expla- 
nations (Edinburgh University Press: Edinburgh, 1997), ch. 5. 

Marcus G. Singer argues that one can want what is bad because of its 
badness, and he takes malevolence to be ‘the doing or willing of what is 
wrong because it is wrong’. See Marcus G. Singer, ‘The Concept of Evil’, 
Philosophy 79 (2004), p. 205. ‘It is not self-contradictory’, says Singer 
earlier in the same paper, ‘to say that I want to attain something, but do 
not regard my attaining it as good’ (p. 203). I think, however, that Singer 
is wrong here. To want something is to be drawn to it, to find it attractive 
in Some way. Since, like Aristotle, I lake the most basic meaning of ‘good’ 
to be ‘attractive’, | suggest that it is indeed contradictory to say that 
someone wants what he or she takes not to be goad (at least under some 
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description). Prudence and desire can be in conflict, so we may yearn for 
what we know to be bad for us and may even go on to act so as to obtain 
it (we may, for example, finally eat that fatty meal that the doctor has 
been warning us against). It is, however, simplistic to say, as Singer does, 
that ‘It is, clearly, just false that everyone conceives of everything they 
want as good’ (p. 202). Or, more precisely, it is simplistic to say this if it 
is thought to mean or entail that in making the choices we make we are 
not aiming at something we view as somehow good, something we want, 
something we desire. Milton’s Satan says ‘Evil be thou my good’ 
(Paradise Lost, bk 4). But we cannot take this line as indicating that one 
can choose what one takes to be bad. Even in the context of Paradise 
Lost it is clear that Satan is attracted to the goals he seeks in his action. 
In the line just quoted, he is using ‘evil’ parasitically — i.e. he is using it as 
his enemies, including God, do. 

Aquinas, De Malo, IIl.1. I quote here and below from Thomas Aquinas, On 
Evil, ty. Richard Regan, ed. Brian Davies (Oxford University Press: 
Oxford and New York, 2003). 

Aquinas, De Malo, TI.1; On Evil, p. 148. One might ask whether God 
causes sin by sinning himself. I have not gone into that question since few 
people, if any, would say that it makes sense to speak of God sinning. In 
De Malo, Ill.1, however, Aquinas raises and deals with the question. His 
position (surely a reasonable one if one thinks that God is perfectly good) 
is that God cannot sin, since to sin would involve God in acting against 
his nature. God’s will, says Aquinas, ‘by nature adheres to, and cannot 
defect from, the supreme good, just as the natural appetites of things 
cannot fail to seek their natural good’ (On Evil, pp. 143f.). Anselm takes 
a similar line in Proslogion, 7. I shall be returning to the topic of God’s 
goodness in the next chapter. 

Aquinas, De Malo, IIL.2. 

Ibid., On Evil, p. 147. 

Ibid. 

Proclus (c. aD 410-485), for example. The influence of Proclus is undeni- 
able in Aquinas’s Super Librum de Causis Expositio. For an English 
edition of this see Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Book of Causes, 
tr. Vincent A. Guagliardo, Charles R. Hess and Richard C. Taylor 
(Catholic University of America Press: Washington, DC, 1996). 

Aquinas, De Malo, WII.2; On Evil, p. 147. 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, laIlae.79.2. I quote from vol. 25 of the 
Blackfriars edition of the Summa Theologiae (Eyre & Spottiswoode: 
London and McGraw-Hill: New York, 1969). 

Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 1.37. I quote from Anton C. Pegis’s 
translation of Summa Contra Gentiles, bk 1 (University of Notre Dame 
Press: Notre Dame, Ind. and London, 1975), p. 152. 

Cf. Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 1.81. 

Ibid. 
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Eight 


Goodness, Love 
and Reasons 


As I have noted, discussions of God and evil (recent ones, anyway) 
more often than not work on the assumption that to say that God is 
good is to say that he is morally good, that he does what he ought to 
do, or that he acts in accordance with standards of goodness to which 
he needs to conform. In their attempts to exonerate or excoriate God, 
these discussions naturally then go on to defend or attack God in 
ways in which we morally defend or attack each other. In doing so, 
they forget about or ignore ways in which God must be different from 
creatures, including human beings. 

Yet might not those who argue this way reply that they are only 
working from the normal meaning of ‘good’? Might they not defend 
themselves by asking what it could mean to call God good without 
wishing to say that he is morally good? Paul Helm is someone who 
argues that God has to be thought. of as morally good.' Commenting 
on a previous work of mine in which I argue for the opposite position, 
Helm says that though what. I have to say ‘may seem to be a neat side- 
stepping of the problem’ (sc. of evil) it is open to two objections.” So 
let me begin this chapter by commenting on the way in which Helm 
develops this thought. 


Goodness and being 


To begin with Helm asks ‘What sort of goodness might God have that 
is not moral goodness?’, and continues, 


What is the concept of non-moral goodness? We speak sometimes 
of good knives and good motorcars, but here we are using ‘good’ 
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in a purely functional or instrumental sense; good as a knife. But 
such asense is hardly relevant here; we can make little sense of the 
idea that God is good as God.” 


I presume that ‘God is good as God’ in what Helm says here really 
means ‘God is good as a God’, and if so, I entirely agree that we can 
make little sense of the idea that God is a good God. For if there is 
only one God, and if there cannot be two Gods (conclusions | 
defended in Chapter 3 above), then God does not belong to a class of 
Gods with members to which he can intelligibly be compared, 
whether favourably or otherwise.’ Yet, it seems to me, Helm moves 
too quickly when saying that the expressions ‘good knife’ and ‘good 
motorcar’ employ the word ‘good’ in ‘a purely functional or instru- 
mental sense’. He seems to mean that ‘good’ in ‘good knife’ and ‘good 
motorcar’ has a special (functional) sense, one which must differ 
from its use in, for example, ‘good moral agent’ or ‘good God’. Yet 
such, I think, is not the case. 

Are we punning when we apply the word ‘good’ to things as diverse 
as knives, motorcars, people, and God? I mean, are we to suppose 
that ‘good’ as applied to these various things is to be thought of as 
used equivocally?’ Is there nothing in common between, say, a good 
knife and a good person? I see no reason to think so. Of course, as we 
justify our claims that various things are good we will invoke descrip- 
tions which vary enormously. Good knives are things that can cut 
bread into slices while good motorcars are hard to get into the 
kitchen. Good motorcars help us to travel long distances while good 
knives would make for an uncomfortable ride. These facts, however, 
do not imply that there is no common meaning when it comes to 
‘good’ as it is used to talk about different things, even things as dif- 
ferent as knives and people. 

Once again, it is important to remember that ‘good’ is generally 
what Peter Geach calls a logically attributive adjective.® Picking up on 
Geach’s point, Bernard Williams notes that such an adjective ‘is logi- 
cally glued to the substantive it qualifies’. In other words, and leaving 
God aside, we are seriously in the dark when told that such and such 
is good if we do not know what kind of thing the such and such in 
question is. In Geach’s words, ‘there is no such thing as being just 
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good or bad, there is only being a good or bad so-and-so’.* Or, as 
Williams says: 


The attributiveness of ‘good’ demands a more intimate connection 
with its substantive than is demanded in the case of a merely com- 
parative adjective like ‘large’. Since ‘good’ in this sort of construc- 
tion is intimately connected with the substantive that it qualifies, 
the meaning of a phrase of the form ‘a good x’ has to be taken as a 
whole; and its meaning is partly determined by what takes the 
place of ‘x’. 


We cannot infer from this, however, that ‘good’ is used equivocally 
when things of different kinds are said to be good. For, as I suggested 
earlier on, it makes sense to say that all good things, whatever they 
are, succeed in being in some way. ‘Good’ may not signify a single 
empirical property had by all good things. And it seems implausible 
to say that it signifies a single non-empirical property.’ But in saying 
that something is good we are always noting ways in which it 
manages to meet up to expectations that we have. We are always 
drawing attention to what is, and should be, there. Or, as we might 
say, there is a serious connection between goodness and being. 

One can see this by thinking in very simple terms. For something 
to be good is for it to be in a certain way. For something to be bad is 
for it to fail to be in some way. So goodness and being go together in 
that badness lacks being while goodness amounts to having it. I am 
not, of course, suggesting that ‘good’ and ‘being’ are synonyms, or 
that being is some kind of stuff that some things might have while 
others lack it. lam, however, saying that nothing is good unless it is 
actually thus and so — positively describable as having actual rather 
than negative attributes. John may be blind. But his blindness is no 
reality in him. He is blind only because he cannot see. His blindness 
is nothing actual in him (like his having a thumb). The fact that he 
does not see is just that: the fact that he does not see. His blindness is 
no substance with any attributes and, considered as such, it simply 
does not exist even though it is true to say that John is blind. To say 
that something is good, however, is precisely to draw attention to 
what is actually present in things, not to what they fail to have. It is to 
draw attention to what exists as opposed to what does not exist — as 
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Aquinas classically argues in texts such as Summa Theologiae, Ja.5.1. 
Here we read: 


Goodness and being are really the same. They differ only concep- 
tually. The goodness of something consists in its being desirable. 
Hence Aristotle's dictum that ‘good is what everything desires’. But 
desirability evidently follows upon perfection, for things always 
desire their perfection. And the perfection of a thing depends on 
the extent to which it has achieved actuality. So, something is obvi- 
ously good inasmuch as it is a being... So, good clearly does not 
really differ from being, though the word ‘good’ expresses a notion 


of desirability not expressed by the word ‘being’.” 


Indeed, and as Aquinas goes on to say, there is a difference in meaning 
between ‘X is good’ and ‘X exists’. Yet it still remains that to be good 
is to exist somehow and that to exist somehow is to be good — for to 
exist somehow is to succeed in being in some way. Or, as Aquinas 
again observes: 


Every being, considered as such, is good. For every being, consid- 
ered as such, is actual and therefore in some way perfect (all actu- 
ality being a sort of perfection). Now .. . anything perfect is 
desirable and good. So, every being, considered as such, is good.” 


Of course, Aquinas is not here saying that everything is good without 
qualification. All he is saying, and here he seems to me right, is that to 
be is to succeed in some way and, in this sense, to be good. A sick cat 
has at least. to succeed in being a cat. And so on. 

Contrary to what Helm seems to think, therefore, we do not have 
to think of goodness as either moral or purely functional. ‘It is hard’, 
says Helm, ‘to grasp the idea of a goodness which is neither a moral 
nor a functional goodness.’” On the contrary, it is relatively easy to 
conceive of goodness as what you have when things, whatever they 
are, achieve a degree of perfection. Certainly there is functional 
goodness. This is largely a matter of convention in the sense that, 
when it comes to artefacts anyway, functional goodness is merely a 
product of our purposes (I mean that we decide what makes a knife 
or a motorcar or a DVD player to be a good one). Functional 
goodness, like moral goodness, is, however, goodness. And, if I am 
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right, there is non-functional and non-moral goodness — the goodness 
had by anything which succeeds in being in some way. If I am right, it 
also seems that moral and functional goodness are simply examples 
of the goodness which is present in anything which succeeds in 
being. A morally good person is one who displays (actually has) the 
virtues we look for in human beings. A good knife or motorcar is one 
which exhibits (actually has) features that we look for in such things. 
Even when it comes to moral and functional goodness we are dealing 
with existence as opposed to non-existence. 

Helm might still say, however, that God’s goodness must be moral 
goodness — which brings me to his second objection to my line of 
thinking on God and evil. This is how he expresses it: 


If God is worshipful as good (because of his goodness), then that 
goodness must bear some fairly close relationship to the goodness 
which, from time to time, we ascribe to human actions and which is 
ascribed supremely to Christ. Scripture warns us against creating a 
God in our own image, consequently we must always allow for the 
real possibility that our ideas about God are mistaken and in need of 
revision. Nevertheless, even allowing for this, the goodness of God 
must bear some positive relation to the sorts of human actions we 
regard as good. Otherwise, why ascribe goodness to God?" 


As I stressed in Chapter 4, however, I am not denying that God in fact 
does what we praise people for doing. What sorts of human actions 
do we regard as good? Examples might include helping people in 
need, freeing slaves, making people to be physically fit, and declaring 
the truth. Yet nothing I have said in this book implies that God does 
not do all of these things. The opposite is true, for I have been insist- 
ing on the fact that God brings about all that comes to pass in the 
universe (which certainly includes the helping of people in need, the 
freeing of slaves, the making of people to be physically fit). Nor do I 
wish to deny that God states what is true (e.g. by means of his 
prophets or through writings inspired by him). My point is that it 
would be wrong to say (as is often said in discussions of God and 
evil) that God does all these things as one who ts obliged to, or as one 
who should be deemed morally bad if he does not do them. In reply 
to me at this point Helm might insist on there being ‘some fairly close 
relationship’ between God’s goodness and the goodness of morally 
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good human beings. But how close is close? If someone should say 
that God is good because, like morally good people, he manages to 
conform to moral standards to which people should conform, then, 
for reasons I have already laboured, I think that such a person would 
be wrong on both philosophical and biblical grounds. Yet I do not 
want to say that there is no connection between what we are doing 
when calling people good and what we are doing when calling God 
good. So let me now try to explain why there is. In other words, let me 
now try to answer Helm’s question, “Why ascribe goodness to God?’ 


The goodness of God 


(a) Perfection and God 

One reason for doing so lies in the traditional teaching that God is 
perfect.” I take it that to call something perfect is to imply that it is 
good (though not vice versa). If we have reason to call God perfect, 
therefore, we have reason for calling him good. And it seems to me 
that, even apart from the fact that talk of God being perfect is tradi- 
tional, we have reason to say that God is perfect — though it is reason 
which does not entail moral excellence on God’s part. 

I have been arguing that we shall not understand ‘X is good’ unless 
we know what X is. The same is true when it comes to ‘X is perfect’. 
What perfection amounts to in something of one kind (e.g. a perfect 
wife) may be descriptively very different from what it amounts to in 
something of another kind (e.g. a perfect horse). But it does not 
follow from this that we are wholly at sea when trying to give some 
general account of what perfection is. For, though perfect things may 
not all share the same attributes or properties, they are all alike in one 
respect. For, as with all good things, they are succeeding in some 
respect. Or, rather, they are all as good as it is possible to be consid- 
ering the sort of thing they are. A perfect X is an X which cannot be 
improved upon as an_X. A perfect X is a wholly realized X, one which 
cannot have anything added to it to make it better."® 

This notion of ‘not being improvable’ is one we can employ when 
talking about God. For if God is the source of the being of everything, 
then God is no inhabitant of the world. And if God is no inhabitant of 
the world, then, as I argued in Chapter 3, God is not something 
changing or changeable, for he is no inhabitant of space and time. 
From this it follows that there can be no gap between what God is and 
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what God might become, from which it follows, in turn, that the 
notion of God improving (or, for that matter, getting worse) can have 
no place in thinking about divinity. If God exists, therefore, then God 
is unchangeably all that it takes to be God. And from this I conclude 
that God can be said to be perfect and, therefore, good. 

Here I agree with what Aquinas says when he turns to the topic of 
God's perfection. Aquinas thinks that perfection is the opposite of 
imperfection. He also thinks that imperfection is present when some- 
thing which is potentially perfect (i.e. able to be perfect, though not 
actually perfect) is actually imperfect. For Aquinas, something imper- 
fect fails because it is not what it could and needs (or ought) to be, 
because, in Aquinas’s language, it lacks a certain sort of actuality. 
And, since he takes God to be wholly actual, Aquinas therefore con- 
cludes that God can be thought of as perfect: 


The first origin of all activity must be the most actual, and there- 
fore the most perfect, of all things. For we call things perfect when 
they have achieved actuality (a perfect thing being that in which 
nothing required by its particular mode of perfection fails to exist) 
...90, because we call things that are made ‘perfect’ when they are 
drawn from mere potentiality into actuality, we extend the word to 
refer to anything not lacking in actuality, whether made or not.’’ 


Aquinas is saying that God must be perfect since he is in no way 
potential — since there is nothing which he could be but is not. Since 
God, for Aquinas, has no potentiality, he cannot be modified and 
therefore cannot be either improved or made worse. There is with 
him no ‘could be thus and so but is not’. For God to be, therefore, is 
for God to be as divine as it takes divinity to be. It is for God to be 
fully God and, therefore, perfectly God. Since I find Aquinas’s reason- 
ing sound at this point, I suggest that God is perfect. and therefore 
good. This suggestion, please note, makes no claim to understand 
what the perfection of God amounts to. It is another piece of negative 
theology, a reminder of what God cannot be (in this case, imperfect 
and, therefore, not good). All the same, it is enough to give sense to 
the claim that God is good, and it does so without asserting that God 
is morally good like good human moral agents. Some philosophers 
have argued that God’s perfection actually requires him to be morally 
good. Taking their stand on the notion that God is maximally perfect, 
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and advocating what they call ‘perfect being theology’, they suggest 
that, since anything maximally perfect would be morally good, it 
follows that God is morally good."® Yet it is far from obvious that 
anything maximally perfect would be morally good.” A perfect 
human being would, of course, be someone impeccably moral. But we 
can refer to something greater than human beings, for we can talk 
about God, who, if what I have been arguing has any merit, should not 
be thought of as a moral agent able to be morally good or morally bad 
as people can be thought of as being. In any case, and as I have just 
been maintaining, belief in God's perfection can be defended as a 
piece of negative theology rather than a description of God. 


(6) God as maker of creaturely goodness 
Another reason for saying that God is good arises from the fact that, 
being the Creator, he is the maker of all creaturely goodness. Notice, 
however, that in saying this I am not supporting a line of thinking some- 
times advanced — that God is good just because he makes good things. 
That line of thinking is a common one, but it does not serve to show 
that God in and of himself is good. For it does not establish that God is 
essentially good — i.e. good whether or not he creates. If the claim is 
that God is essentially good, then, assuming that God does not have to 
create, his goodness cannot be constituted by what he has brought 
about creatively. And the fact that God makes good things no more 
shows that he is essentially good than the fact that he makes wooden 
things shows that he is essentially wooden. As Aquinas observes: ‘God 
is just as much the cause of bodies as he is of goodness in things. So, if 
“God is good” means no more than that God is the cause of goodness 
in things, why not say “God is a body” since he is the cause of bodies?” 
Yet Aquinas does think it right to reason to God’s goodness with an 
eye on God as the cause of the goodness he makes to be. For, he 
argues, the goodness of created things must reflect what God is essen- 
tially. Or, in Aquinas’s own words: 


We should especially associate goodness with God. For something 
is good in so far as it is desirable. But everything desires its per- 
fection, and an effect’s perfection and form consists in resembling 
its efficient cause (since every efficient cause produces an effect 
like itself). So an efficient cause is desirable and may be called 
good because what is desired from it is that the effect share its 
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goodness by resembling it. Clearly then, since God is the first 
efficient cause of everything, goodness and desirability belong to 
him. That is why Dionysius ascribes goodness to God as to the first 
efficient cause, saying that we call God good ‘as the source of all 
subsistence’ .”! 

This is a difficult passage, however, so let me try to unpack it a little. 

In saying that ‘something is good insofar as it is desirable’ Aquinas, 
echoing Aristotle, means that ‘good’ can be thought of as equivalent 
to ‘attractive’. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle says that 
goodness is ‘that at which all things aim’. According to Aristotle, 
goodness is what attracts or is desired. Aristotle, of course, is per- 
fectly aware that people might be drawn to what is bad for them and 
for others. So he does not assume that what I actually desire on a 
given occasion is actually good for me or for others. Yet, he holds, we 
can make nothing of the suggestion that something is good without 
introducing the notions of attractiveness or desirability. And that is 
what Aquinas thinks. He would maintain, for example, that a good 
bicycle is one you would be attracted by if you wanted one for 
cycling (as distinct from, say, an object to photograph or help you to 
kill someone). And, with this thought in mind, Aquinas wants to say 
that God is good since God is attractive. 

But how is God attractive? In the above quotation from Aquinas, 
his answer lies in the following words: ‘everything desires its perfec- 
tion, and an effect’s perfection and form consists in resembling its 
efficient cause (since every efficient cause produces an effect like 
itself). So an efficient cause is desirable and may be called good 
because what is desired from it is that the effect share its goodness 
by resembling it. Clearly then, since God is the first efficient cause of 
everything, goodness and desirability belong to him’. Here Aquinas's 
argument seems to be: 


(1) All things seek their good (that which attracts). 

(2) All things seeking their good are effects of God (things made to 
be by God). 

(3) Effects are somehow like their causes. 

(4) Therefore, the goodness which creatures are drawn to is like 
God, who can therefore be thought of as attractive (or good) like 
the goodness to which creatures are attracted. 
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But, here again, we have some puzzling notions which need explana- 
tion. The most baffling, perhaps, is the suggestion that effects are like 
their causes, which seems evidently false. A stew, for example, does 
not look at all like a human cook. A car crash does not look like the 
factors that brought it about. 

In trying to understand Aquinas at this point, however, it is impor- 
tant to recognize that he is not asserting that effects always look like 
their (agent-)causes (though he thinks that they sometimes do since, 
for example, children often physically resemble their parents). 
Rather, his thesis is that causes (in the sense of agents in the world 
which bring about changes in the world) explain their effects and do 
so precisely because of what they are. For him, we have an explana- 
tion of some development in the world when we reach the point of 
saying, ‘Oh, [ see. Of course that explains it.’ And we have this, 
Aquinas thinks, when we see how a cause is expressing its nature in 
its effect. 

Suppose that John is staggering around. We ask ‘How come?’ Then 
we learn that he has been drinking a lot of whisky, and we say, ‘Oh, I 
see. Of course that explains it.’ But what do we ‘see’? 

One might be tempted to say something like ‘We see that it is not 
surprising that John should be staggering since people who drink 
whisky often do that.’ One might say that what ‘seeing’ means here is 
that we note that what is now occurring has happened a large number 
of times before. 

But if one occurrence is puzzling (if, for example, John’s staggering 
is puzzling), why should a thousand such occurrences be less 
puzzling? That drinking whisky is followed (or regularly followed) by 
staggering does not explain what has happened. It simply reports 
what we have become used to observing. Someone offering only such 
a report would be in the position of what Aristotle calls the man of 
‘experience’ as distinct from the ‘wise’ men who do see why the 
drinking is connected with the staggering.” 

Until quite recent times, nobody did see the connection. To see it 
you need a chemical account of alcohol and an account of the effect 
of this substance on the brain (molecular biology is relevant here), 
and of the effect of these events in the brain on the movements of our 
legs. Only when you have developed this kind of understanding to 
give an account of what is happening with the staggering drunk can 
you be said to see why he is staggering. And what you would at last 
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see is why it has to be the case that the drunk is staggering. To see, in 
this sense, is to have what Aquinas would have called scientia. And 
when he says that causes are like their effects he simply means that 
seeing why the effects spring from their causes is seeing how the 
nature of the cause explains the effect and renders its effect neces- 
sary, and therefore unsurprising. He means that though, when drunk, 
I cannot be described as looking like alcohol, I am, when drunk, cer- 
tainly showing forth what alcohol is. In this sense, so he thinks, [| 
resemble alcohol. For him, the drunken man is, when properly under- 
stood, alcohol 7n action, alcohol expressing its nature in something — 
something which is, therefore, ‘like’ alcohol. 

Hence, Aquinas argues, creatures which aim at their good can be 
thought of as expressing what God is in himself. We cannot, he thinks, 
have a scientia (knowledge) which allows us to say something like 
‘Now we can see why God has produced these particular effects’. 
Aquinas does not suppose that God is something with respect to 
which we can develop a science which explains why God has the 
effects which he has. For him, any such thing would be a creature. 
But, trying to say something about the source of the being of all 
things, Aquinas finds it natural or appropriate (or, at least, not in- 
appropriate) to suggest that since effects in nature show forth the 
nature of their causes, we can think of God as being shown forth in 
his effects.“ And since the goodness which creatures seek is some- 
thing created by God, it can, thinks Aquinas, be thought of as being 
like what God is. Aquinas does not mean that God’s goodness 
depends on his having created. Nor does he mean that we have any 
picture or image of God’s goodness. But, he thinks, we have grounds 
for calling God good since, whether or not God created, he would still 
be whatever he is as shown forth by the created world. And, since 
Aquinas thinks that the created world gives us grounds for calling 
God good as being ‘like’ that to which all creatures are attracted (i.e. 
goodness), he thinks we have grounds for calling God ‘good’. 

And Aquinas, I think, is right. In the sense implied by him, effects 
do ‘resemble’ their causes. If you pour exactly one mole of sulphuric 
acid on one mole of zinc metal, the zinc will always fizz, and disap- 
pear, and give off an inflammable gas, and the sulphuric acid will lose 
its corrosive power.” But why? Because: 


ZMs) + HeSO4 aq) > ZNSOaag) + Aare) 
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Here you see (in a literal sense) that what is on the right side of the > 
is the same as the elements on the left side. In this sense, the products 
of the reaction resemble the reactants. So you can now say ‘Yes, I see, 
of course’. Effects really do reflect what their causes are. What 
Aquinas calls the likeness of an effect to its cause is precisely what we 
are seeking as we look for scientific explanations. And since all 
effects are ultimately God’s effects, and since these include creatures 
who are attracted to what is good, God can be called ‘good’ as the 
source of all that is attractive. He can be called this even on the (tra- 
ditional Christian) assumption that a created world is in no way nec- 
essary to God (that God might never have created a world at all). For, 
we may say, in calling God good with an eye on his creation, we are 
alluding to what God is in himself, whether or not he creates — we are 
saying that the reality of the created order gives us a reason to say 
what God essentially is. Jane and John might at first decide never to 
have children. But, having changed their minds, the children they 
actually produce reflect what they are even if they had chosen never 
to procreate. By the same token, so we may argue, the actual world 
reflects what God is apart from creation. You cannot give what you 
have not got, and God, So we may say, is what the goodness aimed at 
(and often achieved) by creatures is. He is attractive and, therefore, 
good (since ‘good’ can be equated with ‘attractive’ or ‘desired’). This 
is not, of course, to say that we have any understanding of what God’s 
goodness amounts to. But it is to say, as J] argued above with respect 
to ‘God is perfect’, that we have reason for calling God good — another 
reason which does not amount to the suggestion that God is a morally 
good individual, like a morally good human being. My argument does 
not rule out seeing human moral goodness as a reflection of God, for 
what I am saying is that human moral goodness reflects God and 
shows us something of what God is. So I have no problem in agreeing 
that human moral goodness reflects what God is. But that is not the 
same as saying that the goodness of God is, quite simply, moral 
goodness (a matter of being well behaved). 


The love of God 


So, I have argued, we can defend the claim that God is good without 
supposing that God is morally good. And we can do so in a way that 
respects the difference between God and all creatures, a way that 
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does not presume God to be one of a kind, an agent among agents, a 
member of any environment. As I have noted, Rowan Williams, 
writing on the topic of God and evil, has said: ‘God is never going to 
be an element, a square centimetre, in any picture, not because God’s 
agency is incalculably greater but because it simply cannot be fitted 
into the same space.” I have been saying as much throughout this 
book. Contrary to what authors like Paul Helm suggest, however, this 
does not leave me having to conclude that God is not good. Can I, 
however, speak of God as loving? Those who worry about God and 
evil sometimes say that evil shows that God is not loving. Are they 
right, or can we make a case for actually ascribing love to God? 

As | have noted, the Bible only infrequently says that God is good. 
But it often says that he loves.”’ The question, of course (my question 
at the moment anyway), is whether or not there is any non-biblical 
reason for speaking of God as loving, and one might be intuitively 
inclined to say that there cannot be. For love, as we often refer to it, 
is an emotion, and we have philosophical grounds for denying that 
God undergoes emotions. 

To have an emotion is to be acted on (moved) by something else. 
Yet God, considered as the Maker of all things (considered as the 
source of the existence of everything other than himself) cannot be 
acted on by anything. The action of everything other than God must 
derive from him, while what is true of him cannot be an effect of 
anything created. It makes as much sense to ascribe emotions to God 
as it does to attribute physical properties to him.”* Many people, of 
course, do like to think that God undergoes emotions. Perhaps they 
think that he would be deficient as a person if he did not. All I can say 
at this point by way of reply to this idea is that, though emotionless 
people seem decidedly lacking, a God who expcriences emotion 
cannot be the source of the being of everything other than himself. An 
emotion is an effect, yet there cannot be effects in that which 
accounts for the existence of everything other than itself. This, of 
course, does not mean that one cannot attribute emotions to God fig- 
uratively — just as it does not mean that one cannot figuratively speak 
of him as having an eye or a wing. We need to remember, however, 
that we shall not then be noting what is really or literally true when it 
comes to God. 

Another problem with ascribing love to God springs from what 
seems to be required for there to be love in at least one sense of ‘love’. 


_ 
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For think of mature, adult love. Have we reason to ascribe this to 
God? You may say that we do ~ meaning that as, for example, spouses 
give themselves in love to each other, God gives himself in love to at 
least some of his creatures. Yet it is hard to make sense of this sug- 
gestion. For the love now in question presupposes equality between 
lover and beloved. It does not mean, for example, that they have to 
weigh the same, to be equally intelligent, or to have identical incomes. 
But it does mean that mature, adult love only exists as people can, so 
to speak, see themselves in each other. It depends on them being able 
to value each other as they do themselves. It involves a mutual giving 
and sharing. Yet it seems ludicrous to suppose that God can love crea- 
tures in this sense. For creatures are not God's equal. They are totally 
dependent on him and vastly different from him. To speak of God 
‘giving himself in love’ to a creature is ike speaking of me as ‘giving 
myself in love’ to a cat or a spider. I may be kind to my cat (or my 
spider). I might even be fond of it. What I cannot seriously be thought 
of as doing, however, is loving it as mature adults can love each other. 
By the same token, we cannot seriously think of God loving creatures 
as mature adults can love each other.” As Herbert McCabe observes: 


It is evident that whatever relationship there may be between God 
and creatures it cannot be one of love. The relationship here is just 
as unequal as it is possible to be. There may be many other rela- 
tionships; we can think of God as caring for his creatures and doing 
good for them, beginning with the primal good of bringing them 
into existence and sustaining them in existence. We can think of 
God as source of all the value that is in them. We can think of God 
as rewarding them or ignoring their offences. We can think of him 
on the model of a kindly caring master instead of a frightening 
despotic master, but what we cannot do is think of him as giving 
himself in love to a creature ... There cannot be a relationship of 
love between creator and creature. Not that adult love between 
equals that we just occasionally achieve ourselves... If we take 
God seriously and creation seriously then, in the end, the creature 
is something like a slave — at least in the sense that the 
master/slave relationship is exclusive of adult love.” 


Yet it does not follow from this that we cannot ascribe love to God. 
For one thing, we can say that if God does good to people (and other 
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things), then he can be thought of as loving them. We can then note 
that since, as Creator, God clearly does bring about what is good for 
people (and other things), he can be thought of as loving. One might 
object to this line of thinking by saying that God clearly does not make 
all things to be equally good, and the objection seems sound since not 
all things are equally good (people in hospital are, for example, less 
healthy than those who are competing in the Olympics). On the other 
hand, however, it remains true that God does will good for creatures 
(he does so by creating all the good that creatures display) and can 
therefore be said to love them. You might say that ‘doing good to X’ is 
not equivalent to ‘loving X°. Yet we have a perfectly familiar sense of 
‘love’ in which it means just that. I doubt that anyone would have a 
problem with the suggestion that Peter and Amy are loving parents 
because they look after their children and provide for them, because 
they bring about what is good for them. They might, of course, and for 
all sorts of reasons, end up doing nothing to help other children. This 
fact, however, need not lead us to conclude that Peter and Amy are not 
loving parents. Nor does it preclude us attributing love to God. Here 
again I agree with Aquinas. As he puts it: 


God loves all existing things. For everything that exists is, as such, 
good, because the very existing of each thing is a certain good, as 
are each of its perfections. Now . .. God’s will is the cause of all 
things and... everything therefore has to be willed by God in so far 
as it has reality or any goodness at all. So, God wills some good to 
every existing thing. Since loving is the same as willing good to 
something, God clearly loves everything. Yet he does not love things 
as we do. For since our will is not the cause of things being good, 
but responds to that goodness as to its objective, our love in willing 
good for something is not the cause of that goodness. Instead, its 
goodness (real or imagined) evokes the love by which we will for 
the thing both that it retains the goodness it has and that it gains 
goodness which it lacks, and we act so as to bring this about. But 
God’s love pours out and creates the goodness of things.”! 


Notice, however, that this will not give us the conclusion that God 
loves by nature. Aquinas is here arguing that, given that. God has 
created, we have reason to speak of him as loving things. But what if 
we suppose that God might never have created? What if we suppose 
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that there might have been nothing but God? Then we have no 
grounds for supposing that God has to love other things and therefore 
loves by nature or essentially. As Aquinas also notes, however, there 
is a case to be made for supposing that there is love in God even if 
there is nothing but God. For why not say that God must love the 
supreme good that he himself is? 

In considering this question, first ask what is going on when some- 
thing is loved. The answer, surely, is that the thing, whatever it may be, 
is recognized as good and, therefore, as somehow attractive. But to see 
something as good or attractive is to be drawn to it, to want it. So there 
is love when there is a being drawn to a perceived good. Of course, we 
might take something painful to be good for us, and one might wonder 
how we could be said to love it. Nasty-tasting medicine which we know 
to be good for us is hardly something we love. Yet to focus on that 
thought is to think of love in largely emotional terms, to think of its 
paradigm as being what Romeo had for Juliet. Doubtless Romeo never 
felt about nasty-tasting medicine as he felt for Juliet. If he took it 
because he thought it to be good for him, however, he was most cer- 
tainly drawn to it, and it always remains true that, even if we dislike 
something under one description (e.g. how it tastes), our taking it to be 
good is to be drawn to it, to want it, and, in this sense, to love it. It is 
not that we first take something to be good and are then drawn to it. 
Seeing something as good just 7s to be drawn to it. To recognize some- 
thing as good just zs to be attracted to it, and, therefore, to love it. 

So knowing what is good means loving it. The two notions are 
inseparable. But now consider the case of God. If God is indeed 
essentially good, and if God knows what he is, then it would seem to 
follow that he cannot but love himself and is therefore essentially 
loving apart from being loving as willing goodness in creatures. 

The obvious objection to this conclusion is that it seems to make 
God incredibly narcissistic. It inevitably brings to mind a picture of 
God gazing at himself and finding himself irresistible. Such a picture, 
however, obviously has to be misleading. Not misleading, however, is 
the thought that when goodness knows itself for what it is, it rests in 
itself as an object of love. And that is a thought which seems forced 
on us if we take God to be the goodness that he is Qust as, not being 
distinguishable from his nature, he is whatever else he is) and if we 
take him to comprise a knowledge of what he is. If there is knowledge 
in God (if “God knows’ is true) and if God knows what he is, then he 
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essentially loves the goodness that he is just as he loves the goodness 
of anything there might happen to be apart from himself. 

Shall we say, however, that God knows the goodness that he is? A 
truly adequate answer to that question requires more space than I can 
devote to it in this book. Perhaps, though, I can briefly make a few 
points with an eye on it. 

To start with, in discussions of God and evil it seems generally 
taken for granted that God (whether or not he exists) can be thought 
of as omniscient. Rightly or wrongly, his not being so, or it being 
inconceivable that he should be so, is rarely treated as a serious 
option in these discussions. If we go with tradition here, therefore, 
we might allow that God, if he exists, knows himself and, therefore, 
loves what he knows. 

Second, it seems prima facie hard to understand how anything 
can, and without being forced to, produce a world containing 
goodness (including the goodness of beings with awareness) without 
possessing knowledge in some sense. For the freely chosen pursuit of 
what is good seems to imply both intellect and will on the part of the 
chooser. If that is so, however, and given that God makes goodness to 
be as one who wills it, it seems natural to say that there is knowledge 
in God and that this comprises knowledge of what is good. Given that 
this is so, it seems to follow that, being good, God knows himself as 
such and, therefore, loves himself as such — loves the goodness from 
which all creaturely goodness derives. 

Third, if God is indeed wholly simple, God’s actually knowing 
cannot be different from God. I can exist without actually knowing 
anything at all (indeed, I did so once). If, though, ‘all that is in God is 
God’, and assuming that there is knowledge in God, then there can be 
no real distinction between God and his knowledge (his actually 
knowing). This knowledge (this actually knowing on his part) cannot 
be thought of as something produced in God by any outside source — 
meaning that we would be hard-pressed to think of it as knowledge 
of what is not God, knowledge which God achieves as something 
other than himself has an effect on him. In that case, however, there 
can be no real distinction between what God knows and God himself 
~— meaning that, if there is knowledge in God, we have reason to speak 
of it along the model of self-knowledge. 

Once again, therefore, I suggest that it makes sense to speak of 
God as being essentially loving. On the basis of created things, we can 
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speak of God as loving since he wills or desires what is good for 
others. But we can also say that God, knowing the good that he is, has 
to be drawn to it and, therefore, has to love it. 

Such a conclusion, however, might seem not especially worthy of 
note when it comes to God and evil. Someone might say: ‘OK. 
Suppose I concede that God wills good for certain creatures. Suppose 
I also agree that God wills good to all creatures simply by making 
them to exist. Suppose I even accept that love belongs to God by 
nature (that God, if you like, is love) since he cannot but be drawn to 
and is not distinguishable from the goodness that he eternally is. This 
still leaves us with problems when it comes to the relationship 
between God and evil (whether ‘evil done’ or ‘evil suffered’). For 
there is a whole lot of evil around. Why, therefore, does God allow 
this to be the case? Why does he favour some people more than 
others? Why did he not make a world containing no evil at all? Why is 
he not producing more good than he does?’ 

People often raise questions like these. They ask why God allows 
evil at all. They ask why good people perish while bad people thrive. 
One way of dealing with such questions is to argue along some of the 
ways I have already argued. One may suggest, for example, that some 
evil exists aS a necessary concomitant to goods of various kinds. Or 
one might note that God produces nothing but what is good. Such 
responses, however, might be rejected on the ground that they do not 
engage with the questions to which they are offered as responses. 
These questions, so those who pose them might stress, are looking for 
God's motives, his reasons for allowing things to be as they are. Why, 
they might ask, is God acting or not acting as he does? 

What are we to say to someone who presses this line of enquiry? It 
seems a perfectly fair one to pursue when it comes to people. Why did 
David abandon his family? Why did Margaret give a million dollars to 
Christopher? These are not silly questions to raise. People act, or fail 
to act, for reasons, and we might legitimately wonder what these 
reasons are. Indeed, our assessment of people may very much hinge 
on knowing what reasons they had for doing what they did or for 
refraining from doing what they did not do. So why not ask about 
God’s reasons when it comes to good and evil in the world? Why not 
even say that evil should be viewed as telling against God’s goodness 
or existence if his reasons here cannot be laid out for inspection? 
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God’s reasons 


Perhaps we should consider such questions by first asking what it is 
to act (or not act) for reasons. I take it that in order to do so we have 
to start with what is going on when people act (or do not act) for 
reasons. So what is going on here? It surely has something to do with 
how people would answer the question ‘Why did you do/not do that?’ 

Charlie turns over in bed while asleep. We wake him up and ask 
‘Why did you do that? Why did you not stay where you were?’ Charlie 
would now have grounds for being annoyed. Why? Because his 
rolling over in bed admits of no answer that he can give to the 
question ‘Why did you do that?’ Why not? Because Charlie had no aim 
in mind in rolling over. He was not intending anything. There might be 
a physiological answer to the question ‘Why did Charlie roll over in 
bed?’ Perhaps he rolled over because of a muscle spasm. But such an 
explanation does not tell us about any motive on Charlie's part. In this 
sense it does not tell us why he rolled over. It tells us nothing about 
Charlie’s reasons. Ascertaining his reasons for doing or not doing 
something depends on getting him to tell us about some goal for 
which he was consciously striving. 

Having awoken from a disturbed night’s sleep, Charlie now goes to 
his bathroom and brushes his teeth. Still obnoxiously present to him, 
we ask ‘Why are you doing that?’ He replies, ‘Because I want to stop 
my teeth from decaying.’ 

We follow him into his kitchen and watch him tuck into a bow! of 
bran. ‘Why are you doing that?’, we ask. He says, ‘Because I want to 
make my bowels work, and please keep out of my bathroom.’ 

Having waited a while, however, we note that Charlie is making a 
phone call. He is telling someone to fix it that Fred gets killed. Resist- 
ing the temptation to run away, we ask him ‘Why did you do that?’ He 
snarls, ‘Because I want the bastard wasted. He is a threat to me.’ 

Now we seem to have a sense of Charlie as someone acting for 
reasons. He does so because he wants something — either something 
that he has or something that he lacks. Let us suppose that his teeth 
are in fine shape and that he knows that. So he brushes them to keep 
things as they are with him. And he eats bran to bring about a 
presently non-existing state of affairs. Either way, Charlie is acting for 
reasons and doing so because he wants something or other. And that 
seems always to be going on when people act for reasons, when they 
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can tell us why they did such and such so as to explicate their 
motives. In our case, reasons for acting invariably coincide with 
wants. 

Of course, we might try to think of someone more altruistic than 
Charlie. He seems pretty much obsessed with what is going on with 
his body. What, though, of Katy, who leaves a well-paying job to 
devote herself to looking after poor people in Calcutta (she is a fan of 
Mother Teresa, the founder of the Sisters of Charity)? ‘Why did you do 
that?’ we might ask her. She might be envisaged as replying along 
these lines: ‘Because I want to help people more than I want to earn 
money.’ Is Katy so very different from Charlie, however? Obviously 
she is, since she seems to care for others. Like Charlie, however, her 
acting for reasons 1s a matter of pursuing her wants. Katy, happily, 
wants to help people. Charlie, alas, wants someone to be murdered. 
But the reasons for what both of them do lie in what they want. More 
specifically, they lie in needs that they have (or think that they have), 
needs that would remain unsatisfied if they did not act in certain 
ways. 

Does it make sense, however, to suppose that God has needs that 
would remain unsatisfied if he did not act in certain ways? I do not see 
that it does. If God is the source of all that exists (the reason why 
there is something rather than nothing), then he cannot have a need 
that would be met by how things go in the created order. For how 
things go there will be his doing, not something he waits on or desires 
to help him on his way. And if God is unchangeable, then nothing he 
does can satisfy a need that he has, for a need something has can only 
be satisfied on the assumption that the thing in question is mutable. 

For these reasons, therefore, I think that we should back away 
from the suggestion that God acts for reasons as people do. One 
might say that God does such and such in order that something or 
other might come about. One might say, for example, that God has 
made people to enjoy communion with him, or that God has made 
clouds so that they might water the Earth. At this poimt in the discus- 
sion, however, we are well and truly moving away from what we are 
usually doing when ascribing to people reasons for their actions or 
non-actions. Maybe it is true that God has made people to enjoy com- 
munion with him. But this does not mean that God is thereby aiming 
to grasp at something he needs. All it means is that God makes people 
with a certain (possible) destiny. Maybe it is true that God has made 
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clouds so as to water the Earth. But this too does not mean that he is 
thereby aiming to grasp at something he needs. All it means is that 
God makes clouds which, as it happens, water the Earth given how 
he has made things to be. 

One way of putting all this is to deny that God engages in practical 
reasoning. Philosophers have traditionally distinguished between 
theoretical reasoning and practical reasoning. Theoretical reasoning 
takes place as we reflect on what we might call basic matters of truth 
— as, for example, when we note that if Smokey is a cat, and if all cats 
have hearts, then Smokey has a heart. Practical reasoning, by 
contrast, has to do with getting what we want. Suppose I aim to get 
to Paris in the quickest time possible. I might reflect thus: ‘A plane 
will get me to Paris quicker than anything else. So I should hop on a 
plane.”* Now it is with respect to practical reasoning that talk about 
reasons for acting is naturally at home. Why did Davies rush to the 
airport? Because he wanted to get to Paris as quickly as possible. Why 
did Mary not. prevent John from falling? Because she wanted him to 
endure pain. Yet it seems to make little sense to think of God as 
engaging in practical reasoning. When we engage in such reasoning 
we are trying to figure out how best to ensure that what we want (and 
therefore, to start with, lack and take ourselves to need) comes 
about. But God lacks nothing. As I have argued, there is no gap 
between what he is and could be but is not. 

You might say that God lacks the company of creatures and would 
be improved or benefited by having it. But that would involve 
thinking of creatures as able to change or modify God for the better, 
while, as I have argued, the truth must be that all that is good in crea- 
tures derives from what is first in God and then in them. For people, 
company is certainly a good thing, something that helps them.” So it 
is not hard to understand why we seek out others or why we seek to 
reproduce ourselves. It is simply absurd, however, to suppose that 
the Maker of all things, the source of the being of everything other 
than itself, the reason why there is something rather than nothing, is 
essentially in a state which could be helped by the existence of crea- 
tures. Such a supposition would be a classic example of a failure to 
distinguish between God and what he produces. 

In any case, how can we entertain the notion of God figuring out 
what it would be best for him to do? If there is no goodness lacking 
to him, then there is no way of acting which he needs to reflect on 
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while working out how to achieve what he wants. And if he tran- 
scends the world of change, he cannot reach conclusions by means of 
argument or a process of reasoning. You might say that one can see at 
a glance what should be done in a given set of circumstances, and you 
would be right to say that. Our use of practical reasoning need not 
involve us in laboriously identifying premises and reasoning to a con- 
clusion over time. It might do so, and it often does so; but it need not. 
If we are sufficiently smart we could, perhaps, be able to recognize 
in a flash what needs to be done given how things are. Yet there is 
always (logically speaking, anyway) a process when it comes to 
human practical reasoning. First we identify a goal, then we recognize 
how best to achieve it, then we act. Going through such a process, 
however, seems impossible when it comes to what is wholly and 
entirely perfect in itself and without possibility of change. 

I am therefore highly suspicious of the suggestion that God acts for 
reasons in any intelligible sense that we can attach to the expression 
‘act for a reason’. Of course, one might certainly say that God has 
arranged (or willed) that X should come to pass because of Y. One 
might say, for example, that God has arranged (willed) that plants 
grow because they are watered. One might go on to add that a reason 
for there being water is the growing of plants. But this is not a reason 
we can ascribe to God as we ascribe reasons to people for what they 
do. To say that water is a reason for the growing of plants is to say 
that water helps plants to grow, not that God has a reason for seeing 
to it that there is any water or that there are any plants. You might 
reply that God must have a reason for creating, for otherwise there 
would be nothing created. Once again, however, we come back to 
what I have been saying above. If ‘having a reason’ means anything 
like what it means when it comes to people having reasons for acting, 
the notion seems inapplicable when talking about what can be 
ascribed to God. The truth of ‘God wills X so that Y might come about’ 
does not leave us with a God acting for reasons. It leaves us with a 
God who, in fact, brings Y about by virtue of X.™ 

So I fear that there is no intelligible answer to questions like ‘Why 
did God do this to me?’ or ‘Why did God make the world as it is?’ Such 
questions, I think, just ought not to be asked if they are requests for 
reasons that God has. They resemble questions like ‘Why is my cat not 
humble?’ or ‘Why are you not your own father?’ Questions like these, 
though grammatically well formed, lack sense because they are not 
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taking account of what certain things are or could not be. Cats are not 
capable of being humble, so asking why my cat is not humble is to 
raise a bogus question. People cannot father themselves, so asking 
why I am not my own father is also to raise a bogus question. In a 
Similar way, we are raising bogus questions if, looking for God's 
reasons, we seek explanations of the sort that we gain as people 
account for themselves and for what they do or do not do. It is not 
that God has reasons of which we are ignorant. My point is that God 
is not something we should think of as having reasons for acting or 
not acting in the first place. As I have said, talk about reasons for 
acting is at home when we are thinking of people. To apply it to God 
is to take it into a context where if, ceases to mean anything like what 
it does as usually employed — though I shall be qualifying this judge- 
ment a little in the next chapter. 
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way be improved upon. This thought does not help, however, when it 
comes to generating an account of what maximal perfection (or a maxi- 
mally perfect being) concretely includes. 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ia13.2 (my translation). 

Ibid., Ia.6.1 (my translation). The reference to Dionysius is ta The Divine 
Names, 4. For an English edition of the Dionysius text see Pseudo-Diony- 
sius: The Complete Works, tr. Colm Luibheid (Paulist Press: Mahwah, NY, 
1987). 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1.1, 1094a3. 

See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1.1. 

For a fairly detailed exposition of Aquinas on this principle see John F. 
Wippel, ‘Thomas Aquinas on Our Knowledge of God and the Axiom that 
Every Agent Produces Something Like Itself’, American Catholic Philo- 
sophical Quarterly 74 (2000). 

This is the language of Aristotle’s man of ‘experience’. 

Rowan Williams, ‘Redeeming Sorrows’, in D. Z. Phillips (ed.), Religion 
and Morality (St Martin’s Press: New York, 1996), p. 147. 

See for example, Deuteronomy 7:13; Psalm 109:5; Proverbs 8:17; Isaiah 
63:9; Hosea 11:4; John 14:23; 1 John 4:16. 

Orthodox Christian belief holds that what can be said of Christ can be 
said of God. So in terms of classical Christology it makes sense to say that 
if Christ weighed 140 lbs, then God weighed 140 lbs. Iam not at this point 
quarrelling with that way of talking (1 shall return to it later). Notice, 
however, that classical Christology does not teach that if Christ weighed 
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140 lbs, then the divine nature did. Here [am simply concerned with what 
can be said of the divine nature. 

Mature adults can, of course, love their children. But the love of parents 
for children is surely different from the love that parents can have for 
each other. Parents can love their children by being fond of them, being 
willing to protect them at all costs, and so on. They cannot, however, love 
them as equals to whom they give themselves in love as they do to each 
other. Of course, a father might feel for and act with his daughter as 
someone else might feel for and act with his wife. We would not, however 
(or so [ assume), think of him as genuinely exhibiting what I am now 
calling mature adult love. 

Herbert McCabe, God Matters (Geoffrey Chapman: London, 1987), pp. 
17f. 

Aquinas, Summa, Theologiae, [a.120.2 (my translation). 

I am not implying, of course, that practical reasoning is unconcerned 
with truth. The point, however, is that its purpose is to enable us to 
decide what should be done. 

Religious hermits might shun human company. But they are exceptions 
to a fairly general rule. In any case, they would probably say that, in their 
solitude, they are seeking company: the company of God. 

Cf. Williams, ‘Redeeming Sorrows’: ‘We might say that God “decides” to 
create, if we like, but we'd better be aware that, while we have no other 
obvious way of saying that no one and nothing “made” God create, we 
cannot attempt to understand this “decision” as if it were a decision com- 
parable to the ones we make at particular moments, faced with a range 
of options’ (pp. 148f.). 
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In a famous paper first published in 1955, and subsequently reprinted 
dozens of times, Antony Flew raises what many would take to be the 
problem of evil in its classic form.’ He focuses on the proposition 
‘God loves us as a father loves his children’ and wonders how seri- 
ously it can be taken given what we encounter in the world. We see, 
for example, children dying of cancer. Their earthly fathers are driven 
frantic in their efforts to help, but God seems unconcerned. Flew 
notes how religious believers have tended to qualify God’s love by 
saying things like “God’s love is not a merely human love’ or ‘It is an 
inscrutable love’. Yet Flew’s final thought is that saying things like 
these may lead to what he calls a ‘death by a thousand qualifications’ 
— that they might leave ‘God loves us as a father loves his children’ 
empty of content or failing to assert anything. “To assert that such and 
such is the case’, Flew observes, ‘is necessarily equivalent to denying 
that such and such is not the case.’ He continues: 


Suppose then that we are in doubt as to what someone who gives 
vent to an utterance is asserting, or suppose that, more radically, 
we are sceptical as to whether he is really asserting anything at all, 
one way of trying to understand (or perhaps it will be to expose) 
his utterance is to attempt to find what he would regard as 
counting against, or as being incompatible with, its truth. For if the 
utterance is indeed an assertion, it will necessarily be equivalent to 
a denial of the negation of that assertion. And anything which 
would count against the assertion, or which would induce the 
speaker to withdraw it and to admit that it had been mistaken, 
must be part of (or the whole of) the meaning of the negation of 
that assertion. And to know the meaning of the negation of an 
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assertion is as near as makes no matter to know the meaning of 
that assertion. And if there is nothing which a putative assertion 
denies then there is nothing which it asserts either: and so it is not 
really an assertion.’ 


Applying all of this to ways in which believers qualify ‘God loves us 
as a father loves his children’, Flew then presses the question, “What 
would have to happen not merely (morally and wrongly) to tempt but 
also (logically and rightly) to entitle us to say “God does not love us” 
or even “God does not exist”?’ Flew himself has no answer to this 
question, and, he seems to imply, neither do those who believe in 
(rod’s love. At the conclusion of Flew’s paper, the suggestion appears 
to be that, since those who believe in God’s love and God’s existence 
are not prepared to allow anything to count against them, to assert 
their reality is actually to fail to say anything significant. 

Now one’s first reaction to Flew here might be to say that he is 
moving far too quickly and should rather be engaging with the topic 
of God and evil by, for example, carefully evaluating theodicies such 
as those I referred to earlier, or by examining the concept of God in 
considerable detail. And that reaction may well be justified. Yet there 
is a disarming simplicity in Flew’s paper, one which leaves me feeling 
that he has quickly put his finger on a problem. If we insist that God 
loves us, or that he exists at all, we cannot indefinitely qualify the 
meaning of the terms we use when doing so. Not just anything can 
count as love, and that such and such exists is not compatible with 
any and every state of affairs. Flew’s choice of theological statement 
is also rather telling. Very few religious believers say such things as 
‘This is the best of all possible worlds’ (Leibniz) or ‘We need to be 
created at an epistemic distance from God’ (Hick and Swinburne). 
But many of them say that God is our Father and that he loves us — an 
assertion which just does, at first blush, seem strikingly falsified by 
what happens to many people, including children dying of cancer. As 
Flew says, their earthly parents display love for them by doing all that 
they can to relieve them of their misfortune. Yet the Father of us all 
often does nothing to make them well — even though, if he is omnipo- 
tent and omniscient, he could presumably cure them in an instant. 
Thoughts like this are what have kept the problem of evil alive for 
centuries, and Flew presents them crisply and pointedly.’ 
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The reality of God and the problem of evil 


Yet I do not agree with the implication of Flew’s paper — that to say 
that God loves us, or that God exists, is to say what is falsified by what 
we find to occur in the world (is to say, in short, that evil counts deci- 
sively against God's existence). 

For one thing, what happens in the world can hardly show that 
there is no God, since, if God exists and is, indeed, the Maker of all 
things (as I have argued), then anything that happens in the world has 
to depend on him and can hardly count as disproving his existence.’ 
A necessary condition for something being the case cannot be unreal 
if the something in question is the case. God has traditionally been 
thought of as needed for the world to be at ail (and at any time), so 
the way the world is (at any time) cannot count against his existence 
if God is indeed needed for the world to be at all (and at any time). To 
be sure, ‘If there is a God, then he is the cause of all happenings’ does 
not mean that there can be no happenings which show that there is 
no God. My argument, though, is that there is a God to be conceived 
of as accounting for all happenings, none of which, therefore, can be 
deemed to count against his existence. 

Then again, and as I have argued, we have positive reason for 
saying not only that God exists (as accounting for there being some- 
thing rather than nothing) but that goodness, perfection and love can 
be ascribed to him literally. I take it for granted that ‘father’ in ‘God 
loves us as a father loves his children’ can only be understood 
metaphorically. Not so, however, with ‘good’, ‘perfect’ and ‘loving’ as 
applied to God for the reasons that I applied them earlier, The answer 
to what is implied by Flew, therefore, is that we simply do have 
grounds for thinking of God as existing and as loving. To be sure, I 
have not given any reason to suppose that God loves everything 
equally, for, in so far as love towards a creature can be ascribed to 
God on the basis of goodness effected in the creature by God, it 
seems obvious that God does not love all creatures equally. Some 
have more goodness than others. It remains the case, though, that 
love of creatures (and love of perfect goodness) can truly be ascribed 
to God. 

There is therefore much to be said in favour of what I have called 
the ‘We Know that God Exists’ line of thinking. To know that p is true 
is to know that p is possibly true, and also to know that it is not 
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certainly false. My claim is that ‘God exists, is perfect, is good and is 
loving’ is a philosophically defensible proposition, one which 
deserves to be described as one that is known to be true. Philoso- 
phers, of course, have differed in their accounts of what it is to know 
something, and this is not the place for me to try to engage with all 
that they have said on the matter. Yet it seems reasonable to claim 
that when we embrace a conclusion, seeing that it follows from 
premises that we are justified in taking to be true, we can speak of 
ourselves as knowing the conclusion to be true. My claim is that ‘God 
exists, is perfect, is good and is loving’ follows from premises that we 
ought to be able to recognize as true (or ought to concede to be true), 
so it seems reasonable for me to say that the proposition is one we 
can or do know to be true. One might, of course, be justified in 
accepting premises which are, in fact, false.” Yet all philosophical 
arguments stand under the threat of that possibility except, perhaps, 
ones which move from necessarily true premises to necessarily true 
conclusions. Unless you want to say that no philosophical arguments 
can or do give us knowledge (and abstracting from those that use 
only premises that are necessarily true), then you ought to agree that 
we can or do know that God exists and that he is perfect, good and 
loving — assuming, of course, that you agree with what I have argued 
on this matter. 

Yet there are different ways in which one might seek to employ the 
‘We Know that God Exists’ approach with an eye on the topic of God 
and evil. One might, for example, simply take it as an adequate reply 
to those who think that evil shows that there is not or cannot be a 
God who is morally good. From what I argued in Chapters 4 and 8, 
however, you will realize that this is not an option open to me. In my 
view, we have reason for rejecting the claim that God is a moral agent. 
] take goodness in God not to be a matter of God being well behaved. 
In commending the “We Know that God Exists’ Argument, therefore, 
all that I am doing is noting how, on certain understandings of ‘God’, 
‘perfect’, ‘good’ and ‘loving’, we are entitled to say that evil does not 
show that God possibly or certainly does not exist. If what I have 
been suggesting in this book is correct, however, that still leaves the 
‘We Know that God Exists’ Argument in pretty good shape as a 
debating tool in discussions of God and evil. 
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Understanding God 


Yet just how far does this argument take us when it comes to what we 
might call ‘making sense’ of God and evil? Let me begin to reply to this 
question by first saying why I think that it does not take us very far. 
Suppose that you can correctly trace a certain instance of evil to 
me. You might then come to wonder just how perfect, good, or loving 
Iam. You might, however, end up happy with me as you come to see 
that the evil that can be traced to me is something I could not have 
prevented without allowing a greater one. Or you might come to see 
it as something I was morally justified in bringing about (or bound to 
bring about) in order to achieve a certain good. In other words, you 
might come to understand what my perfection, goodness and love 
amount to — and on this basis you might absolve or even praise me. If 
what I have been arguing in this book is correct, however, we lack a 
comparable understanding of God's perfection, goodness and love. If 
God is the Creator of all things, then he is no member of the world and 
we cannot get our minds around him as we can when it comes to what 
is in the world. If there is no distinction in God between the individ- 
ual that he is and the nature that he has, then we cannot understand 
him to be an individual — in the sense of ‘individual’ according to 
which an individual is one of whom there could always be more of the 
same kind. If God is perfect since he lacks nothing appropriate or nec- 
essary when it comes to the existence of the divine nature, then we 
know what it means to call God perfect, but we do not know what 
that perfection amounts to, since it is nothing other than God, who, as 
source of the existence of everything other than himself, is no object 
of scientific investigation — is not a thing of a sort that we can fathom 
as we can fathom things within the universe. If God is good, since he 
contains in himself the goodness of all created things, which there- 
fore reflect what he is, then we know what it means to call him good. 
But we have no picture of that goodness. [If the goodness of every 
created thing is a reflection of what God is, there can be no such 
picture since the goodness of every created thing does not amount to 
anything we can sensibly think of as a picture. I spoke in Chapter 3 
about ‘the oddness of God’, and that oddness is surely pretty striking. 
At any rate, it seems to preclude us (in this life anyway) having 
anything that we could seriously call an understanding of God, and, if 
that is so, then knowing that God exists, or that he is perfect, loving 
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and good, is not to understand what exactly he is. Knowledge of God 
it may be (and, I have argued, it is). But it cannot be an understand- 
ing of what God is in and of himself — not in the sense that you can 
have an understanding of what I am in and of myself. The differences 
there must be (and which I have tried to spell out) between God and 
creatures seem to make such an understanding on our part impos- 
sible. 

Notice that I am not here merely trying vaguely to say that God is 
mysterious. All sorts of things can seem mysterious to people, and for 
all sorts of reasons. So to call God a mystery need not, by itself, 
amount to anything like a clear thesis. My point, however, is that, if I 
am right in what I think that we have to say about God, these are 
precise reasons why we lack an understanding of what he is. At the 
risk of repeating myself, my basic argument here is as follows: 


(1) Normally, we understand what something (some actually existing 
thing) is in so far as we are able to single it out against the back- 
ground of other things in the world (whether the thing be one of 
many of the same kind or the one and only instance of its kind). 

(2) God is not an item in the universe. 

(3) God is not an instance of a kind. 

(4) God is not even the one and only instance of a kind, since such 
an instance is something the nature and existence of which can 
be distinguished from each other, while nature and existence in 
God are not distinguishable from each other. Given the existence 
of God the Creator, we have to say that whatever God’s nature is 
cannot be distinguished from God himself: that, if you like, God 
is his nature (or that everything in God is God). 

(5) So God is not something we can understand as we normally 
understand what something is. 


Now, as I have argued, we can make true statements about some- 
thing without understanding what it is that (what reality it is that) 
makes those statements true. So I take nothing in (1)-(5) above to 
show that we cannot make true statements about God — e.g., that God 
exists, that God is perfect, that God is good, or that God is loving. But 
I do take (1)-(5) to show that we are seriously in the dark when it 
comes to what it is for God to exist, or to be perfect, or to be good, or 
to be loving. There are reasons for saying that God exists. There are 
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also reasons for calling him perfect, good and loving. Yet these 
reasons do not give us an understanding of what God is. In the sense 
that I can know what it is for a human being to exist, I cannot know 
what it is for God to exist. In the sense that I can know what it is for 
a circle to be a perfect one, | cannot know what it is for God to be 
perfect. In the sense that I can know what it is for a strawberry to be 
good, I cannot know what it is for God to be good. In the sense that I 
can know what it is for Fred to be loving, I cannot know what it is for 
God to be loving. 

For these reasons, therefore, I take it that the “We Know that God 
Exists’ Argument yields limited results. At any rate, it certainly does 
nothing to explain how evil and God fit together. As we have seen, 
there are thinkers who hold that they can offer explanations here. In 
particular, there are those who try to tell us why God is morally justi- 
fied in allowing evils of various kinds. As we have also seen, however, 
there are reasons for resisting their approach. If God is not a moral 
agent, and if his goodness is not human moral goodness, then there 
can be no explanation of evils in terms of ways in which God is 
morally justified for allowing X, Y, or Z. You cannot explain why cats 
yawn by noting that they are made of coal. By the same token, you 
cannot explain why God is morally justified in allowing for evil, since 
God is not something morally justifiable or morally unjustifiable (just 
as cats are not made out of coal). 

One might say that evil would be explicable if we knew God’s 
reasons for permitting it or for doing what brings it about. As I argued 
in the previous chapter, however, it is exceedingly hard to make sense 
of the phrase ‘reasons that God has’. We may certainly say that God, 
by willing, aims at what is good, implying that he aims at it because it 
is good. But such aiming on God's part has to be vastly different from 
what we have in mind when we ascribe reasons for acting to people. 
It cannot be that God does what he does after having reflected on 
what to do. It cannot be that God does what he does because he needs 
something. And so on. Aquinas says that God wills the good of crea- 
tures ‘on account of himself’ (propter se).° From this you might 
conclude that Aquinas is suggesting that we can ascribe a reason to 
God’s willing of good for creatures. Yet that is not what he is doing at 
all (not if ‘ascribing a reason to’ means what it commonly does as we 
speak about people). His view is that in making creatures to be, God 
is making them to share (as creatures) in the goodness that he has by 
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nature. In this sense, thinks Aquinas, God creates propter se — with an 
eye (so to speak) on his own goodness as something communicable, 
something in which creatures can share. This thought of Aquinas 
would, however, be badly misconstrued if interpreted as ascribing 
reasons, in the normal sense, to God. Aquinas actually denies that 
God is rational (has reasons). Rational agents, he holds, are agents 
who think and judge and (sometimes) act on the basis of their 
thinking and judging. But Aquinas does not think of God as thinking 
(as a user of language who has thoughts on that basis). Nor does he 
conceive of God as going through any kind of reflective process (he 
takes God to be changeless and timeless). Aquinas certainly thinks 
that there is understanding in God — that God knows. But he does not 
take God’s knowledge to be the result of any thinking (whether rea- 
sonable or otherwise). Thinking things (and, therefore, rational 
things), for Aquinas, are always essentially creaturely — a view which, 
you will now realize, I thoroughly endorse. 


God, goodness, and evil 


Yet I do wish to suggest that evil does not show that there is no God 
or that God’s existence is unlikely. This conclusion is not based on 
any attempt to justify God’s behaviour (or lack of it) at the bar of 
morality. It is not grounded in a theodicy of any kind. It follows, I 
argue, from what we need to say about God in himself. It follows from 
the reality and from the nature of God as we can try to express that 
given that he is the Creator, the Maker of all things other than himself. 
Theodicy, I have suggested, typically goes astray at the outset in so 
far as it construes God’s agency as that of a moral agent modelled on 
human moral agency. As I have also suggested, in some of its forms 
theodicy goes astray by simply not offering a cogent moral defence of 
anything. 

Where does all this leave us, however, when it comes to saying 
something positive concerning God and evil? If I am right, evil does 
not render God’s existence impossible or unlikely. To say only that, 
however, is not to give any particular answer to the question ‘How do 
God and evil fit together?’ | argued in Chapter 7 that God does not 
cause evil directly and that all that God creates is good. But this con- 
clusion is, in a sense, also negative. I mean that, rather than telling us 
how actually to think about evil within God’s scheme of things, it 
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basically only notes that evil cannot be something for which, in a 
certain sense, God is causally responsible. And one might wonder 
whether there is more to be said than that. Can we, for instance, 
acknowledge the reality and gravity of evil and, without presenting a 
theodicy, still end up plausibly holding that evil as we encounter it is 
something we can actually value or deem to cohere with the goodness 
of God? Can we, so to speak, offer a cogent theology of God and evil, 
one which has something to say about how they relate to each other? 

It has been suggested that we can if we postulate a certain possible 
scenario for people following their deaths. Someone taking this line is 
Marilyn McCord Adams, who develops it at length in Horrendous 
Evils and the Goodness of God.’ According to Adams, horrendous 
evils are ‘evils the participation in which (that is, the doing or suffer- 
ing of which) constitutes prima facie reason to doubt whether the 
participant’s life could (given their inclusion in it) be a great good to 
him/her on the whole’.® What makes such evils so pernicious, says 
Adams, ‘is their life-ruining potential, their power prima facie to 
degrade the individual by devouring the possibility of positive 
personal meaning in one swift gulp ... horrors afflict persons insofar 
as they are actual or potential meaning-makers’.? Some would try to 
theorize about what Adams calls horrendous evils by indulging in 
theodicy, by telling us how God is morally justified in permitting them. 
Adams, however, seems generally unimpressed with theodicy. She 
believes that when thinking of God’s goodness we need to say some- 
thing that speaks to the actual suffering of particular victims. ‘[F]Jor 
God to be good to a created person,’ says Adams, ‘God must guaran- 
tee him/her a life that is a great good to him/her on the whole and one 
in which any participation in horrors is defeated within the context of 
his/her own life... [F]or a person’s life to be a great good to him/her 
on the whole, it is not enough that his/her life be objectively full of 
positive meaning or that these meanings be appreciated by others; 
s/he must recognize and appropriate meanings sufficient to render it 
worth living.”’° To respond to this need Adams suggests ways in which 
we might think of God so as to view our sufferings as compensated 
for or trumped. In particular, she argues that the notion that everyone 
ends up in union with God would allow us (even as victims of hor- 
rendous evils) to rejoice in our lives and in God’s goodness. 

I have considerable sympathy with Adams’s approach here. Rightly 
eschewing theodicy, rightly turning her back on attempts to show that 
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God is basically well behaved, she wants, as I do, to turn discussion 
of God and evil in a different direction from the one it has lately 
taken. If I understand her correctly, her response to authors like 
Mackie (critical of theism) and Swinburne (apologetically defensive 
of theism with an eye on God’s moral integrity) is to say: a plague on 
both your houses. And that is my position. Yet I do not see how noting 
the fact that God might do great good to people after their deaths 
helps very much as we note the evils that exist. For one thing, I am 
sceptical of the claim that people (or that all people) after death will, 
in fact, and regardless of their circumstances, be able to conclude (or 
be right in concluding) that the evils they have experienced have been 
trumped in some way."' Joy can make sadness seem to pale. But not 
always. More importantly, though, I do not see how Adams has seri- 
ously helped us to understand why we can, here and now, think of 
God as good in spite of evil. Her chief focus is on what people might 
come to think in a glorious life to come. This focus, however, and 
whatever its merits may be, turns attention away from the less than 
glorious world in which we currently find ourselves. If we (as we are 
here and now) want credibly to claim that God is indeed good, then, 
it seems to me, we need to be able to point to what we can draw 
attention to when it comes to the here and now. Suppose that 
someone accepts (a) that God exists and (b) that God is good, though 
not morally good. Suppose also that this person still asks how it can 
be said that God is good. What reply can we offer? 

To start with, of course, we can say that it is no mean thing to have 
recognized that God is good. We may not be able to understand what 
God is, but to know that we have reason to ascribe goodness to him 
is to have achieved something of importance. I have argued that God 
is good since he is what is reflected by all creaturely goodness. It 
cannot be that ‘reflected’ here means ‘looks like’. It means ‘reflected 
as an agent-cause can be reflected in effects of it which might be very 
different from it’. Yet to know that. creaturely goodness reflects God 
like this is at least to know that what we value in creatures cannot be 
less than what is in God (or what God is). It is to know that the 
goodness of creatures derives from something the nature of which 
calls it into being and empowers it. 

A second point we might make is that we are saying quite a lot 
about God's goodness when noting, as I have, that God creates 
nothing but what is good. I said above that this thesis can be viewed 
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as a somewhat negative one — as noting that God does not, in a certain 
sense, cause evil. Yet it is also a pretty positive thesis. For it tells us 
that there are no created goods which are not God’s doing. And that 
thought allows us to wax positively eloquent when it comes to God’s 
goodness (though poets might be able to do this better than most of 
us, and certainly better than I can). It allows us to point to any created 
good and to say ‘God is at work there; he is making it to be’. And if 
God makes things to be by virtue of will (i.e. not because anything in 
or apart from himself is forcing him to do so), then created goods are 
nothing less than freely given gifts from God. We approve of people 
with largesse, people willing to impart what they have to others. All 
the more, therefore, might we approve of a God who creates all that 
is good, whose gift of what is good extends to everything good in the 
created order, whose gift of what is good extends, so I have argued, 
to every creature merely in so far as it exists. 

One might, of course, reply that lots of things are not as good as 
they could be. And this seems obviously true. My cat Smokey was sick 
when I was writing Chapter 3 of this book. I take it that he was, there- 
fore, not as good then as he could then have been. This evident truth, 
however, does not take away from the fact that there is a great deal of 
created goodness, all of it deriving from God (and with nothing 
forcing him to produce it). A lack of created goodness is not a sign of 
God's goodness (i.e. it gives us no reason to think of God as good). 
But the presence of created goodness gives us reason to think of God 
as good, and the fact that there is so much created goodness gives us 
reason to think of God’s goodness as exceptional. Here, once again, I[ 
am not saying that God’s being good depends on what he produces. 
My point is that if people accept that God is good for reasons of the 
kind that I presented in Chapter 8, and if they continue to wonder or 
worry about God’s goodness, then we offer a decent reply to them if 
we draw their attention to the enormousness of the goodness that 
exists in creation. One might, perhaps, assent to the conclusion that 
all that is good comes from God. One might, however, still need to be 
reminded of how much good comes from God. We are talking here 
about the existence of absolutely everything created. We are also 
talking about all the multiple instances in which created goodness is 
present to a high degree. 

One way of reiterating this last point is to observe that God is 
supremely involved with or present to his creatures. Theological critics 
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of the view that God is unchangeable sometimes say that this view 
renders him distant or aloof from what he is supposed to have made. If 
what I have been arguing is correct, however, God cannot be this at all. 
For on my account it follows that God is totally present to all of his 
creatures — more present to them than any creature can be to any 
other. Of course, if God were just the number-one person living along- 
side creatures as a member of the universe, this could not be so. Not 
being bodily, he would, at best, be present to creatures only as knowing 
or observing them somehow. Certainly, he would be outside or apart 
from them. If we focus on the notion of God as making everything to 
be for as long as it exists, however, a different picture emerges. 

Here it helps to ask in what sense God can be thought of as being 
everywhere. 

That. God is everywhere is a familiar theological teaching (some- 
times referred to as the doctrine of divine ubiquity). But how can God 
be everywhere? If God is incorporeal, he cannot possibly be 
anywhere dimensively.” I can be somewhere, since my body can be 
somewhere. Yet if God is not a body, he cannot be in a place by phys- 
ically occupying a place. For the same reason, of course, it follows 
that God cannot be everywhere dimensively. 

Yet we can, I think, make sense of God being somewhere if we focus 
on the fact that he is the creator of places. We normally say that some- 
thing is somewhere because we think of it as a physical object, or a col- 
lection of physical objects, that can be physically related to other 
physical objects. There are no such ‘things’ as places. These only exist. 
because physical objects exist in relation to each other. Bodies make 
places ‘to be’ in so far as they are materially related to other bodies. As 
Creator, however, God makes all bodies to be. So he also makes places 
to be, and he does so by being creatively present to the bodies that 
make for places. Since, as I argued in Chapter 3, the being of the world 
is just what God’s doing amounts to (on the principle that the action of 
an agent lies in the patient), this means that the existence of places is 
God as active and that God can therefore indeed be said to be in all 
places, or to be everywhere. And if God is not something composed of 
parts (see Chapter 3 again), if subsequently follows that for God to be 
somewhere is for him to be entirely there. In other words, given what 
I take to be a proper reading of the notion that God is the Creator, we 
can say that the whole of God, not just a bit of him, is actively present 
in all that exists. 
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Now we cannot say that of anything else. People and other things 
can be involved with what is around them — but not as being present 
to things in the way that God must be. He can never be outside his 
creatures. He has to be within all of them, making them to be them- 
selves ~— a fact which might well be fitted into the equation when it 
comes to the topic of God, goodness and evil. Indeed there are things 
which lack goodness. But even these are full of God's creative 
presence. Or, so one might say, they, like everything else in the 
universe, are objects of God’s compassion. 

I take compassion to be a feeling (or a feeling-with) and I certainly 
do not want to ascribe feelings to God. He cannot have compassion 
for creatures as someone who is affected by what happens to them. 
People with compassion, however, are (impossibly of course) seeking 
to be at one with the object or objects of their compassion. As 
Herbert McCabe observes: “We speak of “sympathy” or “compassion” 
just because we want to say that it is almost as though we were not 
outside the other, but living her or his life, experiencing her or his suf- 
fering. A component of pity is frustration at having, in the end, to 
remain outside.’’? Yet the Creator cannot in this way ever be outside 
his creatures. Or, as McCabe goes on to Say: 


If the creator is the reason for everything that is, there can be no 
actual being which does not have the creator as its centre holding 
it in being. In our compassion we, in our feeble way, are seeking to 
be what God is all the time: united with and within the life of our 
friend. We can say in the psalm ‘The Lord is compassion’ but a sign 
that this is metaphorical language is that we can also say that the 
Lord has no need of compassion; he has something more wonder- 
ful, he has his creative act in which he is ‘closer to the sufferer than 
she is to herself’."4 


We cannot attribute compassion to God as we can to human beings. 
To do so would be to ride roughshod over the differences there must 
be between creatures and their Creator. We can, however, note that 
God is never distant from or uninvolved in what goes on as creatures 
continue to be — a fact which we might reasonably rejoice in, and one 
which can surely be fairly pressed when talking to people who, when 
reflecting on evil, feel that God must be distant or uninvolved. To 
people like this one can reasonably say that God is never absent from 
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victims of evil. He is always entirely present to them. Victims of evil, 
in so far as they are capable of thinking at all, might find this thought 
unconsoling since it offers no explanation of what is happening to 
them, and in so far as it does it still offers little, considered just as a 
thought, to remedy their situation. It remains the case, however, that 
the thought is relevant when it comes to the topic of God and evil. 
Someone who thinks that God is wholly there in all that comes to 
pass has a quite different view from someone who holds that evil dis- 
proves God's existence or renders it improbable. Such a person also 
has a quite different view from someone who holds that evil leaves 
something out of the hands of a God who is good. 


The goodness that exists 


Yet people who believe in the existence and goodness of God might 
still ask whether anything can be said so as to let us see that evils of 
various kinds make sense in what we might call ‘human terms’. | 
mean that, assuming that they have read and agreed with what I have 
written above, they might say something like this to me: ‘You argue 
that there is, indeed, a God to whom goodness can be ascribed. Yet 
you stress the fact that God is not a human agent acting for reasons 
we can understand. You note that God makes a vast deal of goodness 
and you tell us that he is present in all things, including those that are 
victims of evil. Can you not, however, say something which can rea- 
sonably allow us to think of specific evils as serving good purposes, 
ones which we can value here and now”?’ The question is a very fair 
one. So let me now try to answer it. 

You will realize, of course, that I cannot do so by attempting to 
offer a theodicy in the manner of people such as Swinburne or Hick. 
Given what I have already argued, I obviously cannot point to 
examples of evil and say that God is morally justified for allowing 
them for reasons X, Y, or Z. Having put theodicy behind me, however, 
1 think that I can note various ways in which our world contains evils 
that in fact contribute to the existence of what is good, and which 
sometimes even do so as necessary conditions. I think that I can do 
so to start with by referring back to some lines of thinking noted in 
previous chapters. 

As we have seen, the following arguments have been adduced in 
defence of God’s goodness given the reality of evil: 
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(1) Evil often allows us to improve ourselves or to do great good to 
others. 


(2) Naturally occurring evils allow us to recognize what we can do to 
help people or to improve things in general. 


These are not theses which help when it comes to defending God’s 
moral goodness, but they are respectable enough if viewed as merely 
drawing attention to the fact that good often does, as a matter of fact, 
come out of evil. Evil sometimes crushes people, but sometimes it 
also seems to prompt them (even if only in small and inadequate 
ways) to acts of kindness, tenderness, love and charity (good things, 
presumably).’° Naturally occurring evils wreak great havoc. As Swin- 
burne suggests, however, they can teach us what to do in order to 
help, albeit also to harm:!° 


We (i.e. humans in general) learn that eating toadstools causes 
stomach pain by seeing people eat toadstools and then suffer pain 
... These observations open up a range of possible actions, good 
and bad, which would not otherwise be available ... We know that 
rabies causes a terrible death. With this knowledge we have the 
possibility of preventing such death... Only with the knowledge 
of the effects of rabies are such possibilities open to us. That 
knowledge is provided by observations of various people suffering 
subsequently to being bitten by dogs and other animals with rabies 
in various circumstances. Or, again, how are humans to have the 
opportunity to stop future generations contracting asbestosis, 
except through knowledge of what causes asbestosis? We can 
choose to obtain that knowledge through laborious study of 
records which show that persons in contact with blue asbestos 
many years ago have died from asbestosis thirty years later.’’ 


Swinburne wishes to press these remarks so as to conclude that God 
is morally justified in allowing for certain evils, and I have no wish to 
follow him down that road. Yet, taken on their own, the remarks seem 
perfectly reasonable. They illustrate how we can be thought of as able 
to do good because of the occurrence of evil, how good can come 
from evil. We may lament the fact that goodness (e.g. the goodness of 
those who care for the poor or the sick) presupposes what is bad. I 
think, though, that we cannot seriously deny that there is a great deal 
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of goodness which, in fact, presupposes what is bad. Evil, indeed, 
does give rise to good. 

In fact, it gives rise to a vast amount of good. It has sometimes 
been said that we should speak not of ‘the problem of evil’ but of ‘the 
problem of good’. The idea here seems to be that we should be more 
struck by goodness than by evil and should therefore conclude that, 
rather than be worried about evil, we need to account for the 
goodness that exists. You will realize that I sympathize with this idea. 
I do not, however, want to press it now. Instead, I simply draw your 
attention to the fact that a huge amount of good comes from what can 
be thought of as bad. Thus, for example: the good of justice pursued 
arises from offences against justice; the good of nurturing and caring 
for others arises from situations in which people need to be nurtured 
and cared for; the good of health arises as people and animals feed on 
things which perish for them to do so; our recognition of our mortal- 
ity often leads us to do good in the time available to us; the good of 
forgiveness often arises from the fact that there are people in need of 
it; the good of discovery constantly comes about as ignorance gives 
way to knowledge; and the goodness of generosity is continually in 
evidence as people respond to those in need. In noting such facts [am 
not for a moment saying that evil is good or that good results justify 
bad beginnings. [ am merely observing that, in fact, evil gives rise to 
a great deal of good and that the world that God has made is one in 
which this happens. God’s world contains a great deal of good, 
enough, so one might think, to warrant us in being cautious to 
conclude that God is not himself good. 

Someone sensitive to this fact is Eleonore Stump. In a discussion 
of Aquinas’s commentary on the book of Job, she notes (evidently 
with a fair degree of appreciation) how Aquinas is able to think about 
God and evil by noting the beneficial effects of what we would 
commonly take to be misfortunes.’” Not doubting God’s existence, 
Aquinas does not take the sufferings of Job to cast doubt on God’s 
existence; but he does note how they, and comparable sufferings, can 
be thought of as beneficial. Such sufferings, he says, can lead us to 
acquire virtues of various kinds. He suggests that they can often be 
viewed as a kind of medication that leads to greater health. As Stump 
observes, we do not commonly think in such terms. We instinctively 
tend to recoil from pain and suffering. Yet, she adds, we might pause 
to consider how suffering can improve the sufferer. She is not 
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remotely suggesting, of course, that we should seek suffering for its 
own sake, or that we should not seek to prevent it in So far as we can. 
Her point, emphasized also by Aquinas, is simply that evil can indeed 
lead to good. 

Admittedly, though, Stump is thinking of goodness here in a way 
that many would not. Linking arms with Aquinas, she is not assuming 
that goodness should be automatically equated with things such as 
health, wealth, or bodily comfort. Without denying that these can be 
good, she is prepared to think of there being greater goods than these, 
goods which people might gain precisely by being deprived of them. 
In particular, she is thinking in Christian terms and is, therefore, 
prepared to entertain the thought that ultimate human happiness lies 
in union with God, a union which, for some people, might actually 
come to pass because of pain and suffering. As she writes: “What 
Aquinas's interpretation of Job and general account of evil show us, 
whether we are inclined to accept or reject them, is that our approach 
to the problem of evil is a consequence of our attitude toward much 
larger issues, such as the nature of human happiness and the goal of 
human life.’ Given his Christian beliefs Aquinas was able to view at 
least some human suffering as medicinal — as able to result in, for 
example, trust in God, humility, patience and forgiveness. These are 
certainly not desirable on everyone’s count. If they are desirable, 
however, then one might begin to see why it might be right for 
Aquinas, like Stump, to be prepared to view evil as something that 
can lead to good. Trust in God seems to presuppose adversity which 
gives rise to doubt. You can only be humbled in the light of things 
going as you would not like, to begin with. To be patient is to resign 
oneself to things not going as one wants them to go. Forgiveness is 
impossible if someone has not done something wrong. Of course, I am 
not saying at this point that God is justified in allowing for certain 
evils because they are a necessary means to some goods or other (I 
am not indulging in what I have called a means-ends theodicy). My 
point is that it just is the case that what we take to be bad can and 
does sometimes lead to what is good (or to what can intelligibly be 
thought of as good), and that it can do so as part of God’s governing 
of his created order — a governing which might therefore be thought 
of as good (or, at least, not that of one who is not good). 
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God, evil, and Christianity 


In this book [ have not presumed the truth of any specifically Christ- 
ian teaching. I have said why I think that we are rationally justified in 
asserting God's existence. At a purely philosophical level I have also 
tried to say, and with an eye on evil, what belief in God ought to be 
thought of as implying when it comes to an account of what God is 
(or is not) and what God does (or does not do). I have not, however, 
sought to approach the topic of God and evil by starting with theo- 
logical conclusions. Stump’s treatment of Aquinas’s commentary on 
Job does, however, prompt the question, ‘Can those coming from the 
Christian tradition, and appealing only to that, have something to say 
which might lead us think of God as good?’ As I bring the present 
book to a close, I should like briefly to address this query. 

To start with, perhaps I should say how I distinguish between 
philosophy and Christian theology.” To some extent, the distinction 
is hard to draw, since many philosophers argue for Christian conclu- 
sions and since many Christian theologians employ philosophical rea- 
soning as they elaborate their positions. A traditional view, however, 
is that Christian theology is primarily concerned to reflect on teach- 
ings which cannot be demonstrated or otherwise shown to be true by 
purely rational reflection, by what philosophers in general take their 
business to be. According to this view, there are fundamental] truths 
which have to be accepted in faith: revealed truths. Exponents of this 
position often think it important to apply philosophical reasoning to 
revealed truths (so as, for example, to consider whether or not they 
are logically consistent).”' They also typically think that there are 
some reasons for accepting the truths in question.” They do not, 
however, suppose that truths of faith are ones to which philosophers 
can attain simply by practising their trade. And if we take ‘truths of 
faith’ to signify the teaching of texts like the Nicene Creed, then I 
think they are right. For example, I see no way of proving (or even of 
showing it probable) that God is Father, Son and Spirit (the doctrine 
of the Trinity). We can, I have argued, claim to know that God exists 
because of what he has made. Because of the created order, we can 
reasonably claim that something is divine. According to the doctrine 
of the Trinity, however, creation is the work of all the divine persons 
and therefore attests to them only in so far as they are divine, not in 
so far as they are numerable.”’ As Aquinas puts it: 
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The creative power of God is shared by the whole Trinity; hence it 
goes with the unity of nature, not with the distinction of persons. 
Therefore, through natural reason we can know what has to do 
with the unity of nature, but not with the distinction of persons.”4 


So I do not want to claim that all distinctively Christian teaching is 
provable. This is not to say, however, that philosophers cannot draw on 
it or even presuppose it as they go about their business. All of our rea- 
soning (whether good, bad, or indifferent) is based on premises that we 
cannot prove, premises for which we cannot argue, premises from 
which we start. Someone thinking about God and evil might therefore 
justly claim that Christian premises might be legitimately invoked in 
face of the claim that ‘reason’ shows us that God is not good, or not 
loving. You might say that there are reasons for supposing that Chris- 
tian thinking is inherently self-contradictory or that it can be shown to 
be misguided on some other count; and, if that is your position, my 
reply at the moment is ‘You may be right’. But Jet us suppose that you 
are wrong. On that supposition, might it not be thought that Christian 
beliefs (completely ignored by many who have written on God and evil) 
give us grounds for thinking of God as good or as loving — grounds 
rarely appealed to in contemporary philosophical discussions of the 
problem of evil? I think that the answer to this question is ‘Yes’.” 

For one thing, Christian teaching warrants those who accept it in 
thinking that God is loving in something like the sense of ‘loving’ that 
we have in mind when we are concerned with love between equals. I 
argued in the previous chapter that we cannot sensibly think of God 
as giving himself in love to a creature, that what we take to be 
mature adult love presupposes a Sameness in the lovers (as, for 
example, the love of people for cats, or even the love of parents for 
their children, does not) — a sameness that simply does not exist when 
it comes to God and creatures. According to the doctrine of the 
Trinity, however, God, so to speak, has an equal since the life of God 
is the life of three who are each divine. Contrary to those who think 
that belief in God is first and foremost belief that there is a single 
person (without a body) called God, the doctrine of the Trinity 
teaches that there is relationship in God, to be thought of as a rela- 
tionship between equals who love each other. In terms of the doctrine 
of the Trinity, love between the divine persons constitutes what God 
is essentially (not, for example, what he is on the condition that he 
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chooses to create). So the doctrine of the Trinity licenses those who 
accept it in believing that, as the New Testament says, ‘God is love’ — 
the sense of which seems to be, not that God loves in that he does 
good to creatures, but that love is in God eternally and by virtue of 
what it is to be God (what God is by nature). I take it as obvious that 
the doctrine of the Trinity does not proclaim God to be three distinct 
centres of consciousness, or something like that. The doctrine is not 
asking us to think of God as three invisible people. But it does 
proclaim (puzzling though it might seem to say so) that there is at 
least one and another in God, that each of the three divine persons is 
an other to each of the other two.”’ It therefore gives those who 
believe in the doctrine of the Trinity reason for saying that God is 
essentially loving. You might say that we cannot understand what the 
Trinity is and therefore have little way of conceiving what it is for 
God, as triune, to be essentially loving. I do not, however, wish to 
suggest otherwise. It is sometimes said that we know what we are 
talking about as we refer to God but that our reason breaks down 
when it comes to the doctrine of the Trinity. I think that this view has 
to be wrong since, as [ have already argued, our reason has seriously 
broken down in so far as we try to conceive of God at all. So I am not 
suggesting that Christians have a picture of the Trinity which allows 
them to stand back and say, ‘Oh, of course, God is essentially loving 
after all.’ My point is just that if the doctrine of the Trinity is true, then 
love has to be present in God by virtue of what God is. 

One might respond to this thought by observing that love between 
the persons of the Trinity has little relevance to human beings, espe- 
cially those who wonder what it might mean to say that God is good 
to us or even that he loves us. Let us suppose that the life of God is 
one of an eternal and loving union between the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit. Does this fact, if indeed it is a fact, tell us anything 
about ourselves as we stumble along in a world full of evil? 

Well, it certainly does if what Christians say about the Trinity is 
correct. Standard Christian reflection on the doctrine of the Trinity 
has not confined itself just to asserting that God is essentially Father, 
Son and Spirit. Christians have also traditionally spoken about how 
the Trinity is active in the world, especially how it. is active when it 
comes to human beings, and in doing so they have regularly stressed 
how God, as Trinity, can be thought of as good or loving in spite of the 
evils that exist. 
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Classical Trinitarian thinking, of course, only emerged well after 
the New Testament period (around the fourth century AD) and as an 
attempt to summarize, or to draw out the implications of, some of the 
things said in the New Testament. There, for example, we find Jesus 
being spoken of as God’s son and as God’s equal.” There we find it 
said that there is a ‘Spirit of truth’ who proceeds from the Father and 
who will be sent to believers from the Father by Jesus.” There we 
also find Christians being told to baptize people ‘in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’.°? The New Testament 
never presents an explicit confession of faith in the Trinity of the kind 
that we find offered by the Council of Nicaea or the so-called Creed 
of Athanasius.”’ It does, however, contain texts which are naturally 
interpretable along classical Trinitarian lines, and the development of 
the doctrine of the Trinity took these into account so as to speak 
about what we might call the Trinity as active in history (the 
‘economic Trinity’ as it sometimes called).** My point now is simply 
that if what theologians have said about the economic Trinity (while 
defending its reality) is true, then the doctrine of the Trinity has rele- 
vance to discussions of God and evil.” 

To start with, classical Trinitarian thinking, in so far as it concen- 
trates on history, holds that God the Son became a human being and, 
in his human nature, underwent pain and death. Now in holding to 
this teaching, classical Trinitarian thinking means that, in Christ, God 
literally suffered and died. In terms of classical Trinitarian thinking, 
therefore, God and evil are not opposed to each other in a sense 
which would mean that evil renders God’s existence dubious in some 
way. If you begin with the classical notion of the Trinity you could 
never think it reasonable to make the move from ‘There is evil’ to 
‘Therefore there cannot be a God, or there probably is no God’. For 
the classical notion of the Trinity, with its insistence on the Incarna- 
tion of God the Son, our understanding of what God is (such 4s it is) 
already involves us acknowledging the reality of evil (in the form of 
the suffering and death of Christ). 

You might say that exponents of the classical notion of the Trinity 
cannot be right to think in these terms since God cannot literally 
suffer. Yet though we might deny (and in my view rightly) that the 
divine nature can undergo suffering, it is not obvious that we contra- 
dict ourselves when saying that a divine subject (ie. the second 
person of the Trinity) suffered as a human being. At any rate, the best- 
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known defenders of the classical notion of the Trinity hold that we do 
not contradict ourselves when Saying this. 

Take, for example, Aquinas, Rejecting the view that propositions 
link names to assert identity by means of the verb ‘to be’, he argues 
that propositions single out subjects and predicate something of 
them.™ He goes on to maintain that in propositions about Christ we 
are talking about a particular subject using a range of predicates 
some of which are applicable to Christ, in so far as he is human, and 
others of which are applicable to him in so far as he is divine — pred- 
icates applicable to Christ (the Son of God, the second person of the 
Trinity) in so far as he is a single subject with two distinct natures. As 
God, says Aquinas, Christ can truly be said to be incorporeal and 
immutable. AS man, however, so Aquinas also maintains, Christ can 
truly be said to be bodily and changeable. According to Aquinas, if it 
makes sense to predicate F of a human being, it makes sense to pred- 
icate F' of Christ, and if it makes sense to predicate F’ of God, then it 
makes equal sense to predicate F of Christ. For Aquinas, in virtue of 
Christ’s human nature we speak of him as we would speak of any 
other human being. In virtue of his divine nature, we can also say 
more enigmatic and mysterious things. As Aquinas well recognizes, of 
course, human nature and the divine nature are radically different. 
But he does not therefore conclude that we contradict ourselves 
when asserting that Christ is both human and divine. For Aquinas, the 
name ‘Christ’ singles out a subject and has no descriptive force, and 
he goes on to maintain that to say that Christ is human and that Christ 
is God is simply to say of a single subject that different ways of 
talking about it can be true since the subject in question has, not one, 
but two distinct natures.” 

Is Aquinas talking sense here? This is not the place to embark on a 
detailed discussion of that question. All that I wish to stress now is 
that (a) to accept classical Trinitarian thinking is to be committed to 
the position that when Christ suffered, then God literally suffered 
(Christ being a subject. both human and divine), and (b) to accept 
classical Trinitarian thinking is to view evil as something in which 
God is truly involved as its victim, as something with respect to which 
he is not other than us but one of us. Since, as I have argued, we are 
seriously ignorant when it comes to God’s nature (the divine nature 
ascribed to Christ in classical Trinitarian thinking), neither (a) nor (b) 
provides us with any understanding of what it is for there to be one 
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who, though God, suffers as human (as exponents of classical Trini- 
tarian thinking seem regularly to accept). They do, however, draw 
attention to a way of thinking about God which, if right, allows us to 
think of evil as not refuting his existence and as being something in 
which he is not so distant from us as those who reflect on evil often 
like to make him out to be. 

Does classical Trinitarian thinking give us any reason to think of 
God as good, however? Does it say anything to suggest that God is 
desirable, loving, or just plain worth bothering with? I think that it 
does, given its claims about the Incarnation.” I am no theologian, so 
you shall have to forgive me if what I am about to say appears to be 
theologically inept. [t seems to me, however, relevant when it comes 
to the topic of God and evil. 

The point to focus on, | think, is that for classical Trinitarians 
Christ is literally divine. He is what God Jooks like when projected 
into the created order.” My use of ‘projected’ here is, of course, 
metaphorical. But the image is helpful when thinking about classical 
Trinitarian thinking, for God incarnate could not be anything other 
than a human being giving us an image of what God is from eternity. 
The Son of God made man just has to be the best picture we could 
ever have when it comes to a picture of the strictly non-picturable 
source of all things. Indeed, one might say, the life and death of the 
Son of God made man is nothing but the life of the Trinity told, as it 
were, in a story. 

The Gospels, which record the life and death of Christ, give us a 
story, one which classical Trinitarians take to be a story about God. 
In eternity, of course, God has no life-history and therefore no story 
to be recorded. In time though, and if you believe that Christ was truly 
God (and not just a very holy man), God does have a life-history and 
a story to be told — the story of Christ, which according to classical 
Trinitarian thinking is also the story of the Trinity (Christ being all 
that God is). 

So how does the story go? It begins by telling us about the birth of 
a male child in poverty. It goes on to report that as an adult he 
embraced and healed the sick, the demented, the deprived and the 
oppressed, that he looked for peace, that he abhorred revenge, that he 
told people to be wary of judging others and to forgive each other, 
that he despised hypocrisy, that he was warm and free and sponta- 
neous with people, that he taught that there are better things than 
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money, that he disparaged self-deception, that he sought to build 
bridges between people of different nationalities and religions, that 
he embraced the innocent and told others to do the same, that he cas- 
tigated those who cause people to suffer unjustly, that he welcomed 
sinners or wrongdoers while encouraging them to change their ways, 
that he urged people to help and look after each other, and that he 
told them to focus on what he stood for rather than on himself.* The 
story of Christ, as the Gospels record it, ends with him being put to 
death (while forgiving those who killed him) at the behest of those 
who clearly did not like what he said and did — which he called doing 
the will of his father in heaven.” 

This story is, of course, an intriguing one. More importantly, 
however, its centrepiece is hardly something easily to be written off 
as bad or as not good. If, as defenders of the doctrine of the Trinity 
hold, God is what Christ looks like Gin so far as God can be said to 
look like anything), then I think that many people (though clearly not 
all) would find God attractive, desirable, and, therefore, good. To be 
sure, I am not saying that classical Trinitarianism is true, nor am I 
making any attempt to argue in its favour. It does seem, however, that 
its picture of God, involving reference to the words and actions of 
Christ as depicted in the Gospels, is a picture of what can be recog- 
nized as good.*’ Considered as such it surely, therefore, merits atten- 
tion when it comes to the charge that God cannot be thought of as 
good — attention which it conspicuously lacks in recent treatments of 
(cod and evil, most of which still seem to proceed as though discus- 
sions of this topic should carry on with no reference to uniquely 
Christian thinking. 

You might reply, of course, that there is no reason to bring Chris- 
tian thinking into discussions of God and evil. You might say that such 
discussions should stick with what people take God to be. Yet that 
seems an odd line of thought to embrace. For in Christian thinking 
God 7s what Christians take God to be, and they take God to be more 
than what, for example, non-theists like J. L. Mackie and William 
Rowe, or theodicists such as Richard Swinburne and John Hick, 
typically take him to be as they embark on their various attempts to 
refute or defend belief in him. 

In short, if we move beyond the confines of purely philosophical 
theism (or theism as commonly understood by philosophers who 
ignore much that Christians have had to say about God), one can 
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begin to see a case for denying that belief in God (or, more specifi- 
cally, belief in God’s goodness) is refuted or seriously called into 
question just because of the evil that exists. One might, of course, see 
no such case if one thinks of God only as being a person with a moral 
case to answer (a person with respect to which even Christ might be 
thought right to hold him accountable). In this book, however, I have 
tried to explain why one should not think of God in those terms. 

I have also spoken against various kinds of theodicies while sug- 
gesting that evil cannot be viewed as something created by God. And 
I have argued that evil does not show God’s existence to be impossi- 
ble or improbable. As you will now realize, however, I do not claim to 
be able to explain why evil exists on the scale it does or why it exists 
at all. On my account, God could have made a world containing 
nothing but good. He clearly has not. Does this make him bad? I have 
argued against the conclusion that it does. But that argument does not 
amount to any kind of explanation concerning the role of evil in God’s 
created order. 

In my view, there can be no such explanation. Trying to plot God’s 
reasons for producing what he does or for not producing something 
that he does not seems, as I have argued, to proceed from an erron- 
eous premise — that God can be thought of as acting for reasons as we 
do. The most we can say, I think, is what I have been trying to suggest 
in this book. We are right to suppose that God exists; we have a philo- 
sophical case to make for thinking of God as good and loving; we 
have no reason to think that God causes evil as an end in itself; if we 
believe in God we can hardly doubt that he creates an enormous 
amount of goodness; in so far as we sympathize with classical Chris- 
tian thinking about the Trinity and the Incarnation, we have grounds 
for taking God to be loving and good. If those conclusions are true, 
however, then we are not, perhaps, entirely in the dark when it comes 
to the reality of God and the problem of evil. 


Notes 


1. Antony Flew, “Theology and Falsification’, in Antony Flew and Alasdair 
MacIntyre (eds), New Essays in Philosophical Theology (SCM Press: 
London, 1955). 

2. Ibid., p. 98. 

3. Itis worth noting, however, that it is not, at any rate, biblical teaching that 
God loves us as a father loves his children — not if ‘us’ means all of us. The 
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Bible never says that God loves all people equally. Indeed, it often asserts 
the opposite (e.g. Romans 9:13). In chapter 14 of John’s Gospel Jesus 
speaks of his father loving those who have loved him (John 14:20—23). 
John, however, is here clearly not viewing God the father's love as uni- 
versal, as love to all people. I John 3:1 reads, ‘See what love the Father 
has given us, that we should be called children of God’. Here, though, the 
fatherly love of God seems to be confined to those he has calied to be fol- 
lowers of Christ. Note that the passages to which I have just referred are 
the only biblical ones in which the notion of God as father is conjoined 
with the notion of God as loving. 

Some people say that science can disprove belief in God. Science, 
however, iS an account of the way the world is. And if God accounts for 
there being any world at all, it is clearly ludicrous to suggest that science 
can disprove the existence of God. 

Conceivably, given evidence to hand, one might be more reasonable than 
not to assert what is actually false — as, for example, when a jury wrongly 
convicts someone against whom the available evidence seems over- 
whelmingly incriminating. 

See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 173. 

Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God 
(Cornell University Press: Ithaca, NY and London, 1999). 

Ibid., p. 26. 

Tbid., pp. 27. 

Ibid., p. 156. 

At this point I leave aside the question ‘Is it intelligible to think of people 
as surviving their death?’ Many, of course, would say that it is not. D. Z. 
Phillips adopts this position in The Problem. of Evil and the Problem of 
God (SCM Press: London, 2004). See esp. pp. 81-90. 

Here, once again, | am abstracting from the orthodox doctrine of the 
Incarnation, according to which God was indeed once in a place (on the 
principle that if Christ was once somewhere, and if Christ was God, then 
God was once somewhere). Notice, however, that the orthodox doctrine 
of the Incarnation does not teach that the divine nature was ever in any 
place. It holds that God was in a place, since Christ (a human being and, 
considered as such, a creature) was in a place. And it certainly does not 
entail that God is everywhere by being everywhere dimensively. 

Herbert McCabe, God Matters (Geoffrey Chapman: London, 1987), p. 44. 
Ibid., pp. 44f. 

I am loosely distinguishing here between love and charity, i.e. between 
doing good for another because one likes them (this being love) and 
doing good for another because one wishes them well regardless of one’s 
feelings towards them (this being charity). I am not concerned here, 
however, to press any serious and general distinction between love and 
charity. 

See Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil (Clarendon 
Press: Oxford, 1998), ch. 10. 


LAT 


17. 
18. 


19. 


20. 


21. 


22. 


23. 


24. 


25, 


26. 
at, 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


Ibid., p. 186. 

Eleonore Stump, ‘Aquinas and the Sufferings of Job’, in Eleonore Stump 
(ed.), Reasoned Faith: Essays in Philosophical Theology in Honor of 
Norman Kretzmann (Cornell University Press: Ithaca, NY and London, 
1993). 

Ibid., p. 356. 

There are, of course, non-Christian theologians and non-Christian theo- 
logical traditions. I am, alas, not competent to bring these into the 
present discussion. 

Aquinas is an example of someone who deals philosophically with what 
he takes to be unprovable truths. According to him, we cannot, for 
example, demonstrate the truth of the doctrines of the Trinity or the 
Incarnation, but we can ask whether these doctrines fall foul of (can be 
refuted in the light of) logical truths or some other philosophical prin- 
ciples. See Summa, Theologiae, Ia.1.8. 

We often find it said, for example, that though revealed truths cannot be 
demonstrated, those who accept them do not do so entirely without 
reason. Aquinas, again, is a classical exponent of this position. See 
Summa Contra Gentiles, 1.6. 

Some medieval thinkers tried to argue that reason forces us to conclude 
that the doctrine of the Trinity is true. A notable example is Richard of St 
Victor (d. 1173); see his De Trinitate, 3.11. In recent years, Richard Swin- 
burne has defended the same conclusion; see his ‘Could There Be More 
Than One God?’, Faith and Philosophy 5 (1988). 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ia.32.1. | quote from vol. 6 of the Blackfri- 
ars edition of the Summa Theologiae (Eyre and Spottiswoode: London 
and McGraw-Hill: New York, 1965). 

What counts as Christian belief? One answer might be ‘Any belief that 
someone takes to be Christian’. But people evidently have very different 
ideas when it comes to what counts as Christian. I do not here wish to get 
myself entangled in a discussion of what does and does not count as 
Christian belief. Instead, I aim to proceed by focusing on New Testament 
texts and on Church councils up to and including Nicaea. So, for 
example, I am assuming the orthodox interpretation of the doctrine of 
the Incarnation and the doctrine of the Trinity (according to which Christ 
was literally divine and according to which there is a real distinction of 
persons within the Trinity). There are Christian theologians (theologians 
who describe themselves as Christian) who think that this orthodox 
interpretation needs to be revised (i.e. rejected). This is not the place for 
me to seek to argue with them. Nor do I need to, since my present 
purpose is only to consider what might be said about God, goodness and 
love on the supposition that what the New Testament or councils such 
as Nicaea tell us is true. 

Cf. C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles (Harper: New York, 1946), p. 107. 
For a philosophically sophisticated discussion of the doctrine of the 
Trinity, see C. J. F Williams, ‘Neither Confounding the Persons nor 
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Dividing the Substance’, in Alan G. Padgett (ed.), Reason and the Chris- 
tian Religion (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1994). 

John 1:1-18 is a crucial text here. 

John 15:26. 

Matthew 28:19. 

The Athanasian Creed, no longer believed to have been composed by St 
Athanasius (c. 296-373), is commonly dated by scholars to between 381 
and 428. 

in the context of Trinitarian theology a distinction is commonly made 
between the ‘immanent trinity’ and the ‘economic Trinity’. Those who 
draw this distinction are not, of course, suggesting that there are two 
kinds of Trinity, as there might, for example, be two kinds of cheese. 
Their idea is that (a) we can seek to say what God, as Trinity, is in himself 
from eternity (and on the supposition that God might never have created 
anything), and (b) we can seek to note what the Trinity actually does in 
the created order, and what it therefore reveals of itself as, so to speak, 
going out of itself and acting in what is not divine. 

Theologians, as might be expected, have disagreed with each other when 
it comes to what should be said concerning the Trinity. All of them know 
what was said about the Trinity by the Council of Nicaea and by authors 
like Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas (this is what | have in mind 
when I use the phrase ‘classical Trinitarian thinking’). As I have noted, 
some of them have argued that classical Trinitarian thinking needs to be 
abandoned or, in some way, revised, and in this book | cannot engage 
with, or document, their reasons for thinking along these lines. For the 
moment, I content myself only with trying to note how classical Trinitar- 
ian thinking has a bearing on the topic of God and evil. 

The ‘two-name’ theory of predication is one that Aquinas was arguably 
right to reject. As Peter Geach writes: ‘Anyone who is tempted by it may 
try his hand at explaining in terms of it how we can fit together the three 
terms “David”, “father”, and “Solomon” (which on this theory are three 
names) to form the true proposition “David is the father of Solomon”: 
Peter Geach, God and the Soul (Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1969), 
p. 43. 

For more on Aquinas on what we might call the logic of the Incarnation, 
see my Aquinas (Continuum: London and New York, 2002), ch. 17. See 
also Herbert McCabe, God Still Matters (Continuum: London and New 
York, 2002), ch. 10, and Thomas G. Weinandy, Does God Change? (St 
Bede's Publications: Still River, Mass., 1985), ch. 3. 

Exponents of what I am calling classical Trinitarian thinking often say that 
goodness or love can be ascribed to God quile apart from anything sug- 
gested by what belief in the Incarnation might be taken to involve or imply. 
From whai I have already said, you will realize that I agree with them. 
Now, however, Iam concerned with what might be thought of God simply 
on the basis of the Incarnation considered as the coming to be of a partic- 
ular human being who can truly be said to be both human and divine. 





249 


Of. 


38. 


39. 
40. 


The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil 


For what seems to me a helpful development of this image see McCabe, 
God Matters, pp. 48f. 

I shall not here insert references to chapters and verses in the New Tes- 
tament, since it seems to me obvious that even a casual reader of the 
Gospels will quickly be able to see that what I am reporting reflects the 
depiction of Christ as given in them. 

Cf. Matthew 7:21;12:50; John 5:19-24; 6:38; 8:28; 12:44-50; 14:31. 

There are biblical scholars who doubt that the Gospels give us anything 
remotely reliable as a history of Jesus. I am not concerned here to enter 
into a discussion of the merits of their view. For now, all I am drawing 
attention to is what emerges if one works within the framework of clas- 
sical Trinitarianism and if one presumes, as Christians have for centuries, 
that the Gospels give us a reasonably faithful account of the sayings and 
doings of Christ. For an account of recent work on ‘the historical Jesus’ 
see Mark Allen Powell, Jesus as a Figure in History (Westminster John 
Knox Press: Louisville, Ky, 1998). As well as noting the conclusions of 
people who have been sceptical when it comes to the historical value of 
the Gospels, Powell copiously documents the arguments of those 
adopting a different position. 
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Appendix: 
Is God Morally Indifferent? 


It has been suggested to me that the account I provide in the previous 
pages is one that makes God out to be a morally indifferent being. It 
has also been suggested to me that my discussion effectively 
concedes to atheists all that they want us to believe: that the universe 
is run by causes which are morally blind, indifferent to suffering, 
well-being and justice. Careful readers of my text will, I hope, see that 
these suggestions are unfounded. Yet perhaps it might help to clarify 
my position if I here directly and briefly respond to them. 

In one sense, of course, I do take God to be morally indifferent. For 
I do not think of God as a centre of consciousness (a Cartesian ‘T’) co- 
existing temporally with other things and (like any good human 
being) anxious to do the right thing in terms of standards to which 
he/she ought to conform. Nor do | think of God as literally being a 
passionately committed and morally commendable combatant in a 
fight against evil in all its varieties. As the source of all created 
goodness, and as good without qualification, God is not temporal 
(and, therefore, not literally anxious about anything). Nor can he be 
subject to standards of behaviour rightly to be thought of as morally 
binding on him. And since passions are only had by temporal things 
acted on by other such things, God, I maintain, is not literally pas- 
sionately committed to anything. Nor is he literally involved in any 
fight. He is the Maker of all things in heaven and earth. Fighters exist 
in a context where they have to try to prevail over individuals who are 
in some serious sense their peers. To think of God as a fighter in this 
sense, however, is to take him to be part of what he makes. It is to 
think of him in wholly unbiblical and unacceptably anthropomorphic 
terms, and not as what accounts for there being any world of individ- 
uals at all. 
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To say all of that, however, is not to describe God. In the previous 
paragraph I have only been noting what cannot be truly affirmed of 
God. And what I have been saying certainly does not amount to the 
suggestion that God is (positively) morally indifferent in the sense we 
have in mind when we condemn people for being so. A morally indif- 
ferent person, so I presume most of us would agree, is someone on 
the planet Earth who lives a life with no regard to ethics. Such a 
person is a bad human being with little understanding of, or interest 
in, how people need to behave in order to live well together. As Aris- 
totle would have said, such a person is someone who is just not con- 
cerned with being happy as a member of society. With this sense of 
‘morally indifferent’ in mind, however, it is clearly ludicrous to 
suggest that God is morally indifferent, and I am not suggesting this. 
God is not a human being who needs to learn how to behave and how 
to respect those who teach him how to do so. He cannot be morally 
indifferent as people are. 

Could it be that he is morally indifferent because his will is not 
fixed on what is good? Not in terms of my account as presented in this 
book. As I have argued, God should be thought of as willing all crea- 
turely goodness: willing it as freely creating it. I agree, of course, that 
there are good things or situations which God has not made to be (e.g. 
my being healthier than I presently am). God’s not creating certain 
imagined goods, however, cannot reasonably be taken as a sign of his 
moral indifference — not, at any rate, if we concede (as I have sug- 
gested that we should) that God stands under no obligations or 
commands to be thought of as binding on him. The Creator of all 
things (should there be one) cannot, it seems to me, be sensibly 
thought of as culpable for not creating specified imagined goods (just 
as he could not be sensibly thought of as culpable for not creating any 
goods at all). 

You might reply that, given my account of God, it would seem that 
the moral values we live by reflect nothing of God’s concerns and that 
God is, therefore, indeed morally indifferent. Yet I am not denying 
that the moral values we live by reflect God’s concerns. As I said in 
Chapter 4, we may take what it is morally good for human beings to 
do to be constituted by God's will as making people to be what they 
are. Let us suppose that it is morally right for Mary or John to act in 
such and such a way. On my understanding, this can only be so if God 
has made a world in which this is so (and without anything making 
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him do so). So, on my understanding, God is that which enables us to 
make true mora] judgements concerning people. He positively (and 
freely) calls into being the world in which we have moral values by 
which to live. In that case, however, it would seem odd to suggest that. 
he must be morally indifferent. That which freely calls into being the 
world in which we make moral] distinctions can hardly be thought of 
as positively indifferent when it comes to morality, or as being posi- 
tively unconcerned with the moral values by which we live. 

It might be said that such a thing would be morally indifferent if it 
did not behave as people ought to behave. But to argue along those 
lines would be like suggesting that an opera singer is scientifically 
indifferent since she does not break off from her arias to give us a 
lecture on quantum physics. In the sense that people can be said to be 
morally indifferent, God cannot be so described. Morally indifferent 
people take their moral obligations lightly, or have little concern to 
cultivate virtues such as temperance, fortitude, courage, and So on. 
Yet, [ have suggested, God is not subject to moral obligations and has 
no need of human virtues. The same, of course, could be said about a 
tennis ball, which may prompt. someone to think that God, on my 
account, is morally indifferent in the sense that a tennis ball is. Yet, of 
course, I am not saying that God is something lifeless, inert, or sub- 
moral] (like a tennis ball). Nor am I denying that God wills what is 
good (indeed, I have argued that God does this). I am merely sug- 
gesting that we go badly astray if we think of God as an invisible 
person anxious to do what it is right for him to do (whai. any decent 
God ought to do, so one might say). I am resisting attempts to 
construe God’s goodness as being like (visible) human moral 
goodness. I deny that God can be sensibly thought of as either guilty 
or exonerable by human standards (to be evaluated as we evaluate 
human beings). As I have noted, many authors have suggested that 
we need to think of God (should there be one) as something to be 
graded by standards that we use when assessing the worth of our 
fellows. With this notion in place, some have gone on to say that the 
world provides no evidence of there being a God, or that the world as 
we find it shows that there is no God, or that evil can be thought of as 
compatible with God’s existence, or that it cannot be proved that evil 
disproves God's existence. In my view, however, people embracing 
these lines of thought have made a big mistake at the outset: they are 
assuming that God is something to be evaluated by standards that we 
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use when assessing the worth of our fellows. They are thinking of 
God too anthropomorphically. 

Once again, to say this is not to suggest that God has nothing to do 
with morality or with values we hold dear. On my account, God is 
what freely gives us all that we deem to be good. And, as the cause of 
there being anything other than himself, he establishes (and freely 
continues to establish) the conditions which enable us to make moral 
judgements about people. He is, one might say, the ultimate source or 
foundation of moral thinking. So he is not morally indifferent. At the 
same time, though, he is not a person acting as we expect our fellows 
to act. Nor is he subject to the moral constraints by which we judge 
them. You might reply that for me to argue in this way is for me to 
depart from the very point of theistic religion. As I have argued in this 
book, however, my line of thinking is what needs to be pressed if we 
are seriously concerned with theism as opposed to idolatry. Much of 
my argument has been philosophical in character, and a respondent 
might claim that it conflicts with what we ought to be saying about 
God for non-philosophical reasons — because of what we read in the 
Bible. Iam unconvinced, however, that what I am saying does conflict 
with biblical teaching taken as a whole. As I argued in Chapter 4, for 
example, my claim that God is not a moral agent seems to cohere 
more with biblical understandings of God than does the view that 
God is subject to duties or obligations, or the view that he is to be 
rated with reference to some standard outside him to which he needs 
to conform. 

You might think that it follows from what I am saying that God is 
not on the side of right and is morally indifferent for that reason. Yet 
J am not denying that God is on the side of right. On my account, God 
wills what is good, since he causes what is good (including what is 
right). On my account, as freely creating us to make good ethical 
judgements about people (as making us to exist when making such 
judgements), God cannot seriously be thought of as not being on the 
side of right. The same would seem to be true if God commands us to 
act in various good ways, and I do not deny that he does. 

You might reply that God is morally indifferent if he cannot be 
thought of as being what we take a morally good human being to be 
— e.g. someone actively engaged in a struggle against injustice and suf- 
fering. To echo something I said above, however, the notion of God 
being involved in a struggle seems bizarre if God is indeed the Maker 
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of all things. Given that our world is made to be by God, then, in an 
obvious sense, God is not, without qualification, against injustice and 
suffering. For these are perfectly real and would not be there if not 
for God. Yet it also makes sense to say that God is against injustice: 
given my account, he is against it as creating a world in which for us 
to act unjustly is bad (and, therefore, not in accord with what is per- 
fectly good, as God is). And we may (as | argued in Chapter 7) take 
God to be against suffering as not willing it as an end in itself, as 
bringing it about only in so far as he brings about goodness. 

As I have been arguing in this book, we make a big mistake at the 
outset if we get hooked on the notion that God, if he exists, is morally 
good as people are morally good. Discussions of the problem of evil 
often make that mistake, and the mistake is one well worth exposing 
for the error that it is, without implying that God is morally indiffer- 
ent. 
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